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Abstract
This thesis examines the literary portrayal of the female servant in Jane Eyre by
Charlotte Brontë (1816-1865), Wide Sargasso Sea by Jean Rhys (1890-1979), and
The Call of the Curlew by Taha Hussein (1889-1973), within the theoretical
framework of subaltern and gender studies. The study shows how three female
subordinates in Victorian England, Postcolonial Caribbean Islands, in addition to
Bedouin Egypt bargain while trying to dismantle their intersectional subordination
within the patriarchal order. The problematic yet romanticized portrayal
of governessing in Jane Eyre becomes a commoditized servitude, which requires
active resistance in the postcolonial setting of Wide. As for The Call, the double
standards of the tribal culture crystallize the victimhood of female servants. Drawing
on Crenshaw’s intersectionality and the question of subaltern’s silence as Spivak
argues and on her postcolonial interpretation of Victorian novels, this study shows
that at least on the level of fiction (which is not altogether cut from its historical
context) the subaltern manages to maneuver, articulate, and attain a degree of agency
in these three novels. Thus, it will be argued that each female servant negotiates her
domestication as an Other. The study also delves into the race/gender/class nexus of
the female servant in the three texts. As such, exemplary Jane demystifies the
immoral prejudice against governesses; Christophine, with her Obeah and verbal
fluency, challenges colonial patriarchy, embodied by the unnamed Rochester while
remaining socially independent by refusing to remarry; Amna uses implicit allurement
as a revenge weapon against the unnamed engineer, and thus reorients his aspirations.
Each of the three female subordinates verbally voices her rebellion at a climactic
moment, as she recognizes that her respective master adds intersecting vulnerabilities
to her already-disenfranchised position.

iv

Table of Contents
I. Introduction ........................................................................................................... 1
II. Chapter I: Theoretical Framework ....................................................................... 8
III. Chapter II: The Challenge of Being an Upright Governess in Jane Eyre ....... .23
IV. Chapter III: The Caribbean Servant versus The White Master in Wide

Sargasso Sea..................................................................................................... 44
V. Chapter IV: Subverting Servitude in The Call of the Curlew .......................... 64
VI. Conclusion ........................................................................................................ 85
VII. Endnotes ........................................................................................................... 91
VIII. Works Cited ...................................................................................................... 93

v

Introduction
Female servants, unlike women who conquered the marketplace, are paid
employees for working inside the household. Ranging from cleaning, cooking, taking
care of children, their role can be extremely strenuous. While they gradually become
crucial to the family to which they are hired, most female servants, if not mistreated,
suffer from their lack of agency. When it comes to their literary representation,
Robbins asserts that whenever they are portrayed within a plot, fictional female
servants provide complementary presence that only reinforces the line of their masters
(The Servant’s 6). He also adds that there is no “textual space” for domestics in novels.
Similarly, servants in drama had minor roles, providing an interlude which involves
“comic gestures” (Robbins, The Servant’s 6). In line with this, this thesis will discuss
female servitude in Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë (1816-1865), Wide Sargasso Sea
by Jean Rhys (1890-1979), and The Call of the Curlew by Taha Hussein (1889-1973),
within the theoretical framework of subaltern and gender studies.
Jane Eyre was published in 1847 under the pen name of Currer Bell. The
novel is a bildungsroman which recounts Jane’s development into womanhood and
independence. Written in the first-person, the plot captures Jane’s experiences and
humiliations as she becomes aware of her inferiority vis-à-vis the aristocratic class—
whether during her stay at Gateshead Hall with her uncle’s wife, Mrs. Reed, or later
through her work as governess.
Jane spends most of her childhood and adolescence years at Lowood School, a
charity institution for low-class orphan girls, until she applies to become a governess
at Thornfield Hall. As she meets the mansion’s owner, Edward Rochester, she is
frustrated by his cynical narcissism. However, Jane successfully manages, thanks to
her intelligence, to deflate Rochester’s vanity. The latter proposes to marry her, and
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she accepts. Nonetheless, Richard Mason, Bertha’s brother, appears at the chapel to
declare that Rochester is already married to his sister. Even after knowing that his
wife is the madwoman whose “curious laugh” echoes all through the entire house,
Jane declines Rochester’s offer to become his mistress. After leaving, Jane finds
refuge at St. John Rivers’s home. During her stay with the Rivers, she learns that her
uncle bequeathed his fortune to her, and as such she becomes a rich heiress. St. John
finds in Jane the perfect life partner who can accompany him to India. Unconvinced,
Jane requests that she would visit Thornfield before giving her decision. Once arrived,
Jane discovers that the mansion is ruined after Bertha had set it on fire before dying,
leaving Rochester blind. Jane eventually decides to marry him and becomes his
devout wife.
Wide Sargasso Sea was published in 1966 as a prequel to Jane Eyre. The
narrative centralizes the obnoxious, lunatic Bertha Mason in the plot by tracing her
childhood and family lineage. As a white Creole at Coulibri Estate in Part I, young
Antoinette/Bertha—the narrator of this section of the novel—has been witnessing,
and has been part of, the hostility which her family was exposed to by their
indigenous servants. Later following her mother’s marriage to Mason, a rich
Englishman, former black servants set the house on fire, leaving Antoinette/Bertha
unconsciously ill for weeks and leading to the escalation of her mother’s mental
deterioration. Antoinette/Bertha spends her adolescence at a Catholic boarding school,
until Mason gets her out of it as he plans to marry her to an unnamed English
gentleman, Brontë’s Rochester.
Part II is narrated through the perspective of the unnamed Rochester, focusing
on his detachment from his wife and his contempt for her servants, notably
Christophine. Antoinette/Bertha asks Christophine, by the help of Obeah magic, to
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prepare a potion for Rochester to drink so that he would be in love with her—a magic
which will have a counter effect. Unexpectedly, Antoinette/Bertha witnesses
Rochester having sex with one of the servants, Amélie. Christophine, believing that
Rochester deliberately drives Antoinette/Bertha into madness, confronts him as he
prepares to take his wife to England. Part III reestablishes Antoinette/Bertha as the
narrator along with Grace Poole, who becomes her guardian at Thornfield Hall. The
novel ends with Antoinette/Bertha acting as per the dream she saw, burning a candle
in order to set Thornfield on fire.
Although she is introduced through Antoinette/Bertha and Rochester’s firstperson narration, such that her “subaltern” role would be realistically conveyed to the
reader, Christophine is the strongest of all the female characters of the novel. Brought
from Martinique as a wedding present initially objectifies Christophine; however, her
innate lucidity, her financial and social independence, and her mastery of Obeah
magic confer upon her considerable agency.
In contrast to Christophine at Granbois, the servant Amélie is stereotypically
orientalized; she takes advantage of her master’s disputes with his wife to seduce him.
While Christophine is rebellious, particularly towards Rochester, out of her loyalty to
Antoinette/Bertha’s family, Grace Poole passively abides by the patriarchal authority
of Rochester. Nevertheless, unlike Brontë’s portrayal of her, Grace describes her
unbearable subjugation, and that of her fellow servants, within the confines of
Thornfield.
First published in 1934, The Call of the Curlew recounts the misfortune
through which the destiny of the protagonist, Amna, turns upside down as she loses
her sister, Hanadi, in a traumatic murder scene. Narrated by Amna in the first-person,
the plot starts in external analepsis as Amna recalls what has brought her to her
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master’s house, the unnamed irrigation engineer. Amna, Hanadi, with their mother,
Zohra, head north as they want to survive and earn their living through domestic
servitude. Amna starts working at the sub-prefect’s house, and Hanadi at the house of
the bachelor engineer.
One day, Amna returns to discover that Zohra plans to take them and leave;
they seek to stay for a while at the mayor’s house. There, Amna discovers that Hanadi
lost her virginity by the engineer. Their uncle, Nasir, arrives and takes them back to
their natal village. On the road, he stabs Hanadi, fulfilling the tribal custom of honor
killing. Amna then gets back to the sub-prefect house, only to discover that his
daughter, Khadija, is to be engaged to the engineer for whom Hanadi worked.
Deciding to tell Khadija’s mother the truth, Amna heads to Zannuba’s house
whom she met at the mayor’s house. With her help, Amna works for the engineer,
planning to avenge her sister’s murder. Gradually, and in spite of resisting his
advances, Amna ends by truly loving her master. At that point, Amna reveals her
identity to the engineer as Hanadi’s sister. He asks her to forgive him and they
eventually live as a married couple at his parents’ house.
The scope of this thesis is to closely examine how Jane, Christophine, and
Amna strive to topple the authority of their masters. Hoerder draws on two main
approaches which sum scholarly work on female servitude, one that views female
servants as entrapped in the exploitation spiral and the other which suggests the
potential for such servants to subvert subordination, having taken this position as a
temporary job after which they could take a more decent working opportunity (113).
Hoerder de-essentializes female servants as entirely submissive; he attributes
their docility to their societal and family background (114). In other words, if the
female servant has been raised while internalizing inferior treatment, she would
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behave likewise while serving in her employers’ household. However, if she is a
“proud breadwinner,” she will never tolerate the lack of esteem (114). It is argued that
the good or bad treatment of the servant is subject to cultural and historical factors.
On this, Hoerder argues that the degree of servants’ exploitation depends on the
historical context of the countries where they work; if a given country was colonized
and their inhabitants had been enslaved at some point, it is likely that female servants
would be mistreated (113).
Irrespective of where they are geographically located, female servants have
been always defined by hierarchal structure which justified their masters’ dominance.
When it comes to the literary depiction of this structure, Robbins correlates servants’
literary marginalization to their real status within the British society. He argues that
middle-class families were only considered as such through the presence of servants
(Robbins, The Servant’s 15).
Robbins’ account on Munby, one of English nobles who had many adventures
with servants up to secretly marrying one of them, sheds light on the double misery of
servants. On the one hand, masters, as Munby, enjoy sexual exploitation of these
othered subordinates in whom they fulfill their “desires” (The Servant’s 3). On the
other hand, Munby’s position as an upper-class master, who wrote a diary that
presumably draws on the lives of these female servants, resonates with the Spivakian
reading on the representation of the subaltern’s voice by the white male
historian/intellectual.
On Munby’s depiction of one of the servants, Laura, Robbins contends that
“she appears by the grace of hierarchal parallelism that brings her out of invisibility
only within a frame that excludes most of her subjectivity, plans, destiny” (The
Servant’s 3). What Robbins’ remarks illustrate is that the early western literary depiction
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of the servant brings her as an inferior Other whose presence is diminished by the authorial
voice of the male writer.
As such, this study will try to investigate whether the female subordinates in
the selected texts are othered, and if they are, would there be any possibility for them
to become agents or not. The three female characters do act upon their thoughts
without overtly confronting their masters, up to a certain point, thanks to a mutuallyvulnerable dependence that they nurture with them.
The thesis aims at answering the following: 1) How female servitude is
portrayed in the three works? And what distinguishes servitude in each of the three
novels? 2) What are the motivations and points of strength for each of the female
subordinates that permit her to resist and, somehow, rebel against her master? 3) How
does female subordination intersect with the constraints of race/class/gender in each
of the three works?
In fact, Jane, Christophine, as well as Amna are proud, self-confident women,
in spite of what their servitude inflicts upon them from contempt of others. Marrying
Rochester at the end is the romanticized-happy-ending formula to which Brontë opts
as she does not want to shock the Victorian reader, with Jane breaking off the social
expectations of marriage. For Brontë’s Jane, it is clear that Rochester’s initial cruelty
leads Jane to stubbornly stick to her self-conceit, albeit belonging to a different class
from his. When it comes to Christophine, her pride stems from her awareness that she
is no longer a slave, and that she should be treated as a free individual. Additionally
with her mastery of Obeah magic, Christophine is feared by both her masters and her
fellow servants. Moreover, she is Antoinette/Bertha’s black box and she manages to
counter her financial dependency by being the secret-bearer and eyewitness, firstly at
the house of Antoinette’s mother and later at Granbois. As for Hussein’s Amna,
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avenging Hanadi’s unjust death acts as her trigger to infiltrate the unnamed engineer’s
house, initially for revenge, but later she succeeds in transforming him from a playboy
to a responsible partner.
The thesis will be divided into four chapters, an introduction, and a
conclusion; Chapter I will overview the notions of intersectionality by Crenshaw and
subalternity by Spivak as central to the texts which will be discussed. Chapter II will
analyze Brontë’s novel, focusing on Jane’s experience as a governess since her arrival
at Thornfield. Chapter III will tackle Rhys’s narrative, arguing that it is a revisionist
prequel, based on Harold Bloom’s first revisionary ratio, Clinamen, in his seminal
work The Anxiety of Influence. The chapter will try to view how the young female
governess in Brontë’s text has been metamorphosed into a middle-age, black, former
slave female. Spivak’s reading of the novel, including her intriguing assertion that
Christophine will disappear from the narrative out of disrupting the patriarchal and
imperial “law and order,” will be incorporated as well. Chapter IV will analyze
Hussein’s novel, adding to Spivak’s subaltern Irigaray’s mimesis. As the servant of
the engineer, Amna performs, in Irigaray’s terms, “playful repetitions” as a coquettemaid, becoming a Scheherazade-like figure who keeps the prince wondering without
surrendering to him.

7

Chapter I
Theoretical Framework
The fact that female subordinates, as it will be discussed in the following
chapters, fight for bare recognition of their voice illustrates that there must be
multidimensional hardships—intersectional subordination—because of which their
identity is partially or totally obliterated. Kimberlé Crenshaw and Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak provide two compelling theoretical frameworks, which attempt to
articulate the different experience of underprivileged women, holding that the latter’s
presence has been diluted within mainstream structures, either political or intellectual.
This is how women of color, for Crenshaw, have been deprived of having full agency.
For Spivak, western ideology inscribes, through displacement, what constitutes “the
subaltern woman’s consciousness” (“Can” 90). As such, the two critics agree on the
existence of strategic effacement of black women of lower-classes in the US
according to Crenshaw, and brown women of traditional India in Spivak’s case. What
diverge in their views are the repercussions of such occultation tactics. While
Crenshaw highlights that there might be room for a yet minimal agency, Spivak’s
deconstructionist analysis questions the possibility of the native subaltern to be a
subject as she is effaced by both indigenous patriarchal discourse of her community
and that of the western intellectual/colonial authority.
Coined by Crenshaw, intersectionality highlights the “multidimensionality” of
discrimination against black women that has been ignored out of single-axis
framework, which can only accommodate one dimension, or intersecting constraint of
oppression (“Demarginalizing” 139). Carastathis asserts that although
intersectionality has been exclusively attributed to Crenshaw, the genealogical
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approach of the latter—from which the notion has been developed—builds on
extensive scholarship that has been trying to provide structured analysis of the multidiscrimination which “women of color” have been experiencing in modern American
history (2).
Crenshaw defines intersectionality as “denot[ing] the various ways in which
race and gender interact to shape the multiple dimensions of Black women’s
employment experiences” (“Mapping” 1244). Carastathis contends that
intersectionality designates the reproduction of “oppression” within a legal system
(69). She further elaborates on Crenshaw’s premise that “dominance and
subordination are reproduced through the rule of law and political movements” (71).
Crenshaw does not reduce intersectionality into a framework serving women of color
only. Instead, she deems it “useful as a way of mediating the tension between
assertions of multiple identities and the ongoing necessity of group politics”
(Crenshaw, “Mapping” 1296).
Carastathis highlights the misconception revolving around the definition of
intersectionality. According to her, intersectionality is neither a revisionist theory of
white-feminist writings nor a preliminary connective theory which shall be further
developed or complemented (5). Instead, intersectionality fights rigorous thought in
the first place, which leads to “essentialism, categorical purity, and segregation”
(Carastathis 5). Nevertheless, Crenshaw does not intend to build an anti-essentialism
notion (“Mapping” 1296). That is to say that she does not reject the category of black
women, insofar that its existence signifies oppression which they bear. On the
contrary, she examines power structures which produced such category, making it
peripheral (Crenshaw, “Mapping” 1296). Carastathis analyzes one of Crenshaw’s key
footnotes, which establishes intersectionality as a “provisional concept,” a project that
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not only surpasses binary categories of race and gender but also fuses these two
together (105). As such, intersectionality fosters a “methodology” for eliminating the
separate examination of each of these categories while paving the way for
synthesizing further constraints, so that they would be simultaneously addressed
(Carastathis 105). Carastathis refers to the failure of both “inflationary” and
“deflationary” movements, which either deem intersectionality magically selfsufficient to solve the hardships of underprivileged women, notably black women
whose oppression extends their color and ethnicity, or denies the theoretical
grounding of the concept (106). The latter category, she adds, has based its claim on a
false hypothesis, one which undermines intersectionality—becoming increasingly
trendy, insisting on the post-intersectional turn (Carastathis 106). Through her study
of the notion, Carastathis tries to shed light on what she establishes as the original
objective of Crenshaw, namely unfolding intersectionality as a preliminary project
yielding the disruption and engagement of “our current axiomatic assumptions,
cognitive habits, and unreflective premises” (108).
Developing into a multidisciplinary field of study, Intersectionality casts away
“single-axis thinking [that] undermines legal thinking, disciplinary knowledge
production, and struggles for social justice” (Cho et al. 787). Crenshaw sums the
dilemma of single-axis thinking as follows:
[I]n race discrimination cases, discrimination tends to be viewed in terms of
sex--or class-privileged Blacks; in sex discrimination cases, the focus is on
race--and class-privileged women. (“Demarginalizing” 140)

Crenshaw here refers to the blurring of black women’s multidimensional hardships as
they are essentially framed by two of privileged groups, black men and white women.
This is how intersectionality was enunciated to put an end to the multilayered
discriminations which underprivileged women face so as to better represent them vis10

à-vis the legal apparatus (Cho et al. 787).
Crenshaw attempts to focus on violence against black women, addressing
single-axis thinking which is manifested by literature and political mobilizations that
treat race and gender as if they are “mutually exclusive terrains” (“Mapping” 1242).
Black men manage to integrate mainstream thought, thanks to patriarchy which can
accommodate their social visibility. As for white women, they are part of the
dominant stratum, and their visibility can fit within preexisting structures.
Carastathis focuses on how Crenshaw traces the essentialist treatment of black
women, holding that their struggles are negatively contained in that color, or
ethnicity, is treated as a minor “burden” (112). It is a detail whose effect, for white
women, does not curtail the inclusion of black women in feminist groups as women
per se. As for fighting racism, male-composed anti-racist associations have deprived
Black women of fully articulating the particularity of discrimination against them.
Thanks to intersectionality, women could put into words the endless attempts
of power structures to essentialize their status, simplifying their hardships by blurring
the multilayeredness which defines their special experience (Carastathis 113-14).
Carastathis contends that intersectionality depicts how the system of privilege
operates by de-marginalizing the long-oppressed discourse of discriminated subjects,
hence de-essentializing their realities (114).
Intersectionality has opened the door for a substantial investigation of the
“gender/race/class/sex nexus” (Cho et al. 787). According to Carastathis, Crenshaw
has opened the parentheses for further development of her premise without closing
them. This is how intersectionality resonates with contemporary activism as it is
capacious for the struggles and contestations of new invisible intersecting categories
for newly organized, marginalized groups. Carastathis draws on how disorientation in
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phenomenology and semiotics invalidates established meanings for concepts, which
have been constructed as per given ideological projects and political
institutionalization (110). This is how intersectionality for Carastathis becomes a
framework for constructively skeptical thinking, which does not provide answers but
let us ask the right questions, hence offering new horizons.
Crenshaw aims through her project to construct parallel examination of how
interesting constraints are socially constructed, what she categorizes as “structural
intersectionality,”“political intersectionality,” and “representational intersectionality”
(“Mapping” 1246; 1282). The first has to do with how structures address the
immediate distress to which women of color face, namely domestic violence, ignoring
the complex nexus of poverty, unemployment, lack of education among endless
constraints which led these women to such a fate (Crenshaw, “Mapping” 1245-48). In
addition, the intervention of stakeholders always approach black women’s cases in the
same way they address violence against white women, which occults the
multidimensional suffering of black women (Crenshaw, “Mapping” 1246). On this,
Crenshaw argues that:
Intersectional subordination need not be intentionally produced; in fact, it is
frequently the consequence of the imposition of one burden that interacts with
preexisting vulnerabilities to create yet another dimension of
disempowerment. (“Mapping” 1249)

Crenshaw establishes that the absence or the fulfillment of any of the intersecting
categories can change the whole experience of women of color, and as such
standardized intervention strategies provided by structures would be inefficient
(“Mapping”1250)1.
Secondly, political intersectionality unfolds the disadvantageous position of
black women whose twofold identity—being black and women—leads to their
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placement in one of the “subordinated groups” that account for one dimension of
intersecting constraints, either anti-racist or feminist groups (Crenshaw, “Mapping”
1251-52). Cho et al. attempt in their analysis to address the dilemma of the focus of
intersectional analysis, whether it should be the subject along with the intersecting
constraints imposed on him/her or the structure of inequalities (797). Since it is
structures which produce and perpetuate inequalities, the starting point of
intersectional analysis should be power structures. This does neither wipe out the
subject’s identity within intersectional analysis nor reductively assume that identity is
exclusively formed through power structures.
Cho et al. counter skeptical views on an intersectional framework, being
focused on power structures at the expense of analyzing the subject’s identity. They
argue that intersectionality can unpack the power dynamics through which
“overlapping identity categories” are conceived and inflicted (Cho et al. 797).
Identities can be formed, fossilized, or deconstructed only by the formation and
reformation of power structures. A key strategy made by liberal systems is to maintain
discrimination categories (Cho et al. 798). The rationale behind that is to tackle
“resistance” through single-axis thinking, which ultimately would never help in
fostering a profound analysis that is able to unravel multilayered discrimination.
By shedding light on, and fighting against, pillars of subordination,
intersectionality dilutes “the position of privilege” through which identities can be
arbitrarily conceived (Cho et al. 800). In this sense, political intersectionality works
on resisting power structures which frame discriminated/underprivileged/marginalized
identities and allowing for particular intersecting constraints to outlaw universal,
single-axis thinking frameworks (Cho et al. 800). Additionally, political
intersectionality provides applicable solutions for efficient field mobilizations (Cho et
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al. 800).
Thirdly, representational intersectionality is a way of understanding how
“cultural imagery” is a production of the dominant discourse of race and gender on
the one hand, and how single-axis scholarship “marginalize[s]” black women on the
other hand (“Mapping” 1282). Moreover, addressing one intersecting category
reinforces the “interests” of the privileged within the other category (Crenshaw,
“Mapping” 1282).
Also, Crenshaw dwells on the origin of the famous feminist motto of “Ain’t I a
woman?,”2 shedding light on how first-wave feminism erased the racial identity of
Truth—the one who first pronounced this phrase—under the pretext of concern that
racism would outlaw their preliminary call for women’s suffrage (“Demarginalizing”
153). As a result, white women came to embody the “authoritative universal voice” of
feminism; insofar as they share with their fellow men “the same cultural, economic,
and social characteristics” (“Demarginalizing” 154). This is how “non-privileged
women” remained out of scope, and this is how, with respect to black women,
“feminist theor[ies]” are “white” for Crenshaw (“Demarginalizing” 154).
More radically than Crenshaw’s criticism of single-axis thinking, Spivak
draws on the entire obliteration of historical itinerary and subjectivity of the subaltern
amid the authority-figure of the western intellectual, who provide what seems be an
unbiased documentation while s/he partakes in the diffusion of a “fake consciousness”
or “ideology” (“Can” 69).
Spivak considers the subaltern as “men and women among the illiterate
peasantry, the tribals, [and] the lower strata of the urban subproletariat” (“Can” 72).
The term was originally coined by Gramsci to refer to the victims of cultural
hegemony—minorities—who are deprived of the slightest agency. Gramsci views that
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the upper-classes perceive “subaltern groups [as] always hav[ing] something barbaric
or pathological about them” (3). Spivak, as per Abdalkafor’s elaboration, deals with
the subaltern as a “heterogeneous” group who “cannot represent themselves” (10).
The subaltern for Spivak does not belong to a category within which s/he could share
a common bond of race, gender, or class.
Through epistemic violence, Spivak unravels “the asymmetrical obliteration of
the trace of [the colonial subject/subaltern] Other in its precarious Subject-ivity”
(“Can” 76). It is precarious because it has constituted an identity which presumably
stands on its own, while it is a production of what the yet “transparent” western
intellectual has poured into it.
In fact, Abdalkafor sheds light on Spivak’s deconstruction of epistemic
violence as a way of highlighting the strategic project of Imperialist Europe, which
operated through the development and perpetuation of certain “stereotypes” of
Europe’s others (11). Such stereotypes justified Europe’s expansionist ambitions, such
that the “uncivilized Other(s)” would be domesticated (Abdalkafor 11).
Spivak speculates on the peasant’s consciousness in accounts of “insurgency”
to emphasize on how epistemic violence operates (Spivak, “Can” 82). The subaltern
peasant, she argues, signifies “an irretrievable consciousness.” The subaltern’s
collective mobilization, she adds, does not signify that they have consciousness, as the
Subaltern Studies group, led by Guha, tried to prove (Spivak, In Other 202). Here,
Spivak dwells on the signification theory whereby “solidarity” is seen as a “signifier of
consciousness and where signification is representation.” She believes that the

“consciousness here is not consciousness-in-general, but a historicized political
species thereof, subaltern consciousness” (Spivak, In Other 202). As Bracke argues,
trying to perceive the subaltern, in their collectivity, as a speaking subject is a
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correction “from the outside,” since the scholar who analyzes the subaltern is
himself/herself part of the power structure which produces and perpetuates the
subaltern’s otherness (845-46). For instance, Spivak contends that Foucault’s account
in History of Sexuality reduces the episteme into “a redefinition of sanity at the end of
the European eighteenth century” (“Can” 76). In other words, and by the effect of
displacement or “dislocation,” Foucault’s partial narrative henceforth constitutes “an
explanation and narrative of reality. . .[that is] established as the normative one”
(Spivak, “Can” 76).
Nonetheless, the western “historian” ceases to represent the subaltern Other,
so that the narratives of the latter would delineate his/her ability to represent and
speak for himself/herself. On this, Varadharajan asserts that through such view,
Spivak wants to unravel western intellectuals’ false neutrality—abstaining from
representing the subaltern—which, in contrast, validates their complicity in the
“imperialist project” to obliterate the selfhood of the subaltern (92). This is how the
subaltern for Spivak would never “retrieve its consciousness" (Abdalkafor 11).
When it comes to the consciousness of the female subaltern, Spivak believes
that sexual difference and oppression of women is “doubly effaced” within the
“itinerary of the subaltern subject” (“Can”82). Applying that to the “feminine
subject,” Spivak claims that silence of women is framed as if it is the final product of
purely innate normalcy (“Can”82). Vinayaraj believes that Spivak’s concern does not
stem from the subaltern’s inability to speak, but rather how her speech “cannot be
understood within the [masculine] dominant discourse” (148).
Deconstructing the silence of the female subaltern, Spivak holds that the
native subaltern’s potential to speak is deliberately muted between the legal framing
of sati as a crime by British colonialism, and as a rite of the good wife by Hindu
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scripture. Spivak uses the abolition of widow sacrifice of 1829 in colonized India to
dwell on the displacement of a ritual “sati” to a crime “suttee”:

This is widow sacrifice. (The conventional transcription of the Sanskrit word
for the widow would be sati. The early colonial British transcribed it suttee.)
The rite was not practiced universally and was not caste--or class--fixed. The
abolition of this rite by the British has been generally understood as a case of
‘White men saving brown women from brown men’. White women--from the
nineteenth-century British Missionary Registers to Mary Daly--have not
produced an alternative understanding. Against this is the Indian nativist
argument, a parody of the nostalgia for lost origins: ‘The women actually
wanted to die.’ (“Can”93)

The transformation of a tradition into a crime, precluding the necessary intervention
of chivalrous men of the British Empire to save Hindu women, sheds light on how the
latter’s version of the story—the voluntary self-sacrifice as an ode for the deceased
husband—has been obliterated. As such, widow sacrifice comes to signify what the
imperialist ideology wills to re-present, a barbarous act which is inflicted upon Hindu
women, becoming the historical reading of such ritualistic practice, because there is
no “testimony for the women’s voice-consciousness” (“Can”93). Such
misrepresentation yields to a “plot[ting] of a history” by the postcolonial intellectual
(“Can” 93).
Between the legal framing of sati as crime by the British colonialism and as a
rite of the good wife by the Hindu scripture, the native subaltern’s potential is effaced.
In both cases, the female subaltern comes to signify something other than her own
self, “good society,” or the social mission of the imperialist project and the injunctions
of tradition of the “good wife” of the Hindu tradition (“Can” 102). Therefore, the
colonial discourse perceives the subaltern as the victim of an archaic practice from
which she should be protected, while the “Indian nativist argument” claims that “[t]he
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woman actually wants to die,” leaving no room for the inscription of the true view of
the female subaltern.
Thus, Spivak firmly argues that “[t]he agency was always male; the woman was
always the victim. The dubious place of the free will of the sexed subject as female was
successfully effaced” (A Critique 198).
More crucial than the potential for the subaltern to speak is whether her verbal,
or even non-verbal, message would be heard or not. To illustrate that, Spivak draws
on the suicide of Bhubaneswari Bhaduri as a “figure who intended to be retrieved,
who wrote with her body. It is as if she attempted to “speak” across death, by
rendering her body graphematic” (A Critique 246). Committing suicide, Bhaduri was
thought to have killed herself out of shame from her community members in Calcutta,
getting pregnant; however, it has been later established that her suicide was due to her
inability to partake in the active resistance of a group to which she belonged. As a
result, Spivak establishes that [Bhaduri] “‘spoke,’ but women did not, do not, ‘hear’
her” (A Critique 247).
In addition to being a renowned theorist, Spivak has extended her theoretical
insights into literary interpretation. A key approach in her interpretation of literary,
and philosophical, texts is that of “tropological deconstruction,” inspired by Paul de
Man (Spivak, “Imperialism” 225). According to de Man, as per Spivak’s elaboration,
what is presented as a truth in discourse, or texts, is a trope (“Imperialism” 225).
Abdalkafor asserts that the discrepancy between the truth and truth-claim is
represented by double binaries where the second one would be a “troping of this
claimed truth” (28). To put it differently, when a theorist would find a lacking element
in his reasoning, “[s/he] introduces another truth-claim and it is here where the text
deconstructs itself and it is these interruptions in the text that lead readers to misread”
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(Abdalkafor 28). To avoid misreading, the lack should be first traced so that the
intruding element, truth-claim, would be extracted.
With respect to patriarchy, Spivak holds that the “woman or the racial other is
merely a kind of troping of that truth of man—in the sense that they must be
understood as unlike (non-identical with) it and yet with reference to it”
(“Imperialism” 225). On the one hand, women’s existence comes to consolidate men’s
subjectivity as their Other. On the other hand, and this where Spivak’s
deconstructionist projects unfolds, man as well would be perceived as a trope, and as such
the category of woman is a “trope of a trope” (Abdalkafor 28).
Central to Spivak’s reading of the subaltern in literary texts is how s/he is
constituted as a subject by the effect of interpellation. On interpellation, Abdalkafor
sums Althusser’s premise that the subject “believes that his/her practices are freely
chosen by him/her, but in reality they are those of the ideological apparatus on which
his/her consciousness depends” (55).In other words, there is no subjectivity which is
void of ideological influences, which entirely shapes its own being. Applying that to
Brontë’s Jane Eyre, Spivak holds that the narrative offers two “registers,” namely
“childbearing” and “soul making” (“Three” 244). Spivak claims that Brontë’s
narrative elucidates the imperialist/patriarchal ideology of Victorian England,
rewarding Jane with Rochester insofar that she would be confined into domesticity
and reproduction while establishing St. John Rivers as the diligent missionary who
epitomizes the enlightening duty of the western world; such mission conceals the
colonial aspirations of the British Empire. The subaltern Other, Bertha Mason, “is
excluded from any share in this emerging [registers of childbearing and soul making]”
(Spivak, “Three” 245). More discussion of Spivak’s reading of the novel would be
addressed in Chapter II.
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But why Spivak employs such a method in literary interpretation, establishing
literary texts as accounts of historical truth? For Abdalkafor, “the problem for Spivak
is that although literature does not present the truth, literary truth-claims, like the
savagery of the Other, at certain stages were consolidated as the truth to justify
political decisions and actions like colonialism” (29).
In one of her literary readings of Kipling’s story, William the Conqueror,
written in the 1890s, the female character named William is portrayed as
“unfeminine” with proactive character (“Imperialism” 231-32). William conquers a
man’s heart, which Kipling himself compares to “Norman Conquest of England”
(Spivak, “Imperialism” 231). Spivak contends that “under the cover of romance, the
conquest of India is being effaced and re-inscribed as a historically appropriate event—
[truth-claim]—rather than anything that could be called a conquest” (“Imperialism” 231).
Moreover, the male character is tenderly “effeminate.” Nonetheless, she contends
that, albeit being gentle, the man “teaches her how to milk goats,” confining her into
her child-bearing, reproductive model (Spivak, “Imperialism” 232).
Many scholars cast doubt on Spivak’s literary construal, as well as her
historical readings, of western and/or postcolonial texts. Parry speculates whether
Spivak’s analogy of the Sati practice establishes “large, general statements on
woman’s subject constitution/object formation in which the subaltern woman is
conceived as a homogeneous and coherent category, and which culminate in a
declaration on the success of her planned disarticulation” (35). Parry’s remark sheds
light on Spivak’s dismissal of the multilayeredness, in Crenshaw’s words, of the
sufferings of non-white women. Varadharajan goes further, skeptically wondering if
Spivak does not entrap herself within her own deconstructionist project (96). She
holds that “[t]very strategy that enables [Spivak] to indicate the ruthless effacement of
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subaltern history and consciousness leads her to privilege that absence and that
silence” (Varadharajan 96). Here, she refers to the Derridean analysis of différance
which “makes the impossible possible.” She adds:

Spivak keeps theory chained to the allure of an elusive subaltern being that is
to be found neither in the text of imperialism nor in that of insurgency—
indeed, not even between the two. (Varadharajan 96)
Nevertheless, Hai believes that Spivak’s intention in the essay was never to forbid
“any or every attempt to represent the subaltern” (“Postcolonial” 63). Ray also deems
Spivak’s account on Bhaduri a reclamation that she had decided to “inscribe” on her
body what she was verbally incapable of uttering (133). This is what Bracke calls the
“resilience-as-agency” of the subaltern, which can compensate for her othering (853).
What Hai believes is that in the essay, Can the Subaltern Speak?, Spivak does
not mention fiction writers, and thus her conclusions do not necessarily apply to
literary texts. She adds that “[t]o attempt to portray via imaginative, empathetic
literary means is not the same as “speaking for” others and claiming historical truth.”
(Hai, “Postcolonial” 64).
While Spivak deals with literary texts as with historical accounts, Kaplan
sheds light on the subtle dimensions which fictional narratives offer. She holds that
more than non-fictional works, “[l]iterary texts tell us more about the intersection of
class and gender than we can learn from duly noting the material circumstances and
social constraints of characters and authors” (Kaplan, “Pandora’s” 870).
Some fictional writers would attribute heroic or exaggerated portrayal for
characters that would be disadvantaged in reality. In this sense, Kermode holds that
even though characters can “have their [exceptional] choices [within the narrative],
the novel has its end” (140). While Spivak might be right, as it would be elaborated in
Chapters II and III, that Jane and Christophine are bound by patriarchal ideology
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which underlies each text, they can still have the potential to rebel and resist being
Othered.
Crenshaw and Spivak’s theories unravel how the identity of women from
minority, unprivileged classes is socially inscribed. The following chapters will focus
on female servants’ status. Chapter II will analyze a hybrid case of subordination, that
of Jane Eyre, where her work neither qualifies her to be a gentlewoman nor an inferior
servant.

22

Chapter II
The Challenge of Being an Upright Governess in Jane Eyre

In 1839, Charlotte Brontë wrote a letter to her sister Emily (1818-1848),
describing her disdain for working as a governess:
I see now more clearly than I have ever done before that a private governess
has no existence, is not considered as a living and rational being except as
connected with the wearisome duties she has to fulfill. (Brontë, “Letter” 430)

Inspired by this experience, Brontë wrote Jane Eyre in 1847. The novel came to
complement what can be arguably called an outrageous public response to the
“plight” of governesses, amid severe economic fluctuations which heavily affected
the Victorian society during the 1840s (Poovey 125). Owsley summarizes the
particularity of the governess role, “which oscillates between the two poles of familial
nobility and paid servitude, creating a role for [the governess] that functions as
perceptually superfluous yet economically essential” (57). While Spivak’s reading of
the novel focuses on Jane’s embodiment of soul making, this chapter argues that
Jane’s real challenge stems from her social status as a governess. Through proactively
saving Rochester in several occasions, Jane successfully undermines the negative
image which Victorians had about governesses.
In her interpretation of Jane Eyre, Spivak views that Jane and St. John Rivers
convey Britain’s imperialist mission—what she coins as the “axiomatics of
imperialism,” with domesticated Jane fulfilling “domestic-society-through-sexualreproduction cathected as ‘companionate love’ and [St. John] is the imperialist project
cathected as civil-society-through-social-mission” (“Three” 247). Since this chapter
focuses on the characterization of Jane as representative of the female subordinate,
Spivak’s parallel between Jane and Bertha, being the native subject/subaltern Other
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who should be sacrificed, will not be included. On her class mobility, Spivak
speculates on how Jane, having been raised as a poor orphan, ends by becoming a
Victorian gentlewomen as Mrs. Rochester (“Three” 247). In line with Spivak’s
reading, Abdelkafor implies that Jane decides to stay with Rochester at the end of the
novel, conforming with the Victorian female ideal while St. John carries Great
Britain’s mission, or rather its imperialist project (52).
Robbins believes that Spivak’s postcolonial insights lead her to consider
Bertha as the subaltern, even if “Bertha Mason is of a higher [class than Jane]”
(“Soul”18). On this, Spivak asserts that she is not interested in Eagelton’s Marxist
reading of Jane’s struggle as a governess (“Three” 248); however, the complexity of
Brontë’s characterization of Jane cannot be grasped without dwelling on the social
reality of working-class women in general and governesses in particular.
Poovey’s historiographic study draws on the realities of governessing, which
is reflected by Jane’s experience at Thornfield. Her main focus is on the stagnation of
the British economy and its direct impact on most middle-class women, whose need
for work led them to conquer a patriarchal marketplace (Poovey 125-26). That
explains their lack of privilege to opt for work with good conditions. In relation to
this, Ayyildiz explains that most working opportunities for lower-class women were
more dreadful than those for men (147). Only “lucky” women were those who
managed to secure a job within the household (Ayyildiz 147). Although it was
socially less inferior to work as a governess than as a maid, both jobs were equal
when it comes to salary (Owsley 60).
As the market demand increased, the competitive edge became extremely
fierce for potential governesses who were expected to be multi-skilled, multilingual,
along with having the willingness to partake in the upbringing of children, and of all
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that for a meager remuneration. It was only thanks to the Governesses’ Benevolent
Institution (GBI), founded in 1841, that the sufferings borne by these female workers
became visible. The GBI compiled these findings in shocking annual reports to the
British public, published in the 1840s (Poovey 126).
Poovey inquires on why servants, who were far more exploited, have never
been a subject of concern to Victorians (126). One possible explanation for this is that
the strictly-stratified English society felt more threatened by the governess position,
being a mother-figure while expecting a monthly compensation as other working
women—factory girls or servants (Poovey 127). Godfrey attributes such obsessive
attention to a “societal anxiety,” that of conservative Victorians who were powerlessly
witnessing the middle-class as it becomes a fusing pool where archaic distinctions
between gender roles evaporated (854).
Since the governess was in charge of educating young girls in particular
according to the “domestic ideal,” most families were selective in choosing
governesses for their children; they would choose the one who was “well-bred,” and
who only sought work as a result of financial distress (Poovey 128).
Over the years, Poovey claims that governesses became the target of
prejudicial contempt from aristocratic families, being accused of importing inferior
morals to upper-class households (128). Although they were supposed to maintain
“sexual neutrality” towards male members of the family, such neutrality would not
last (129). Poovey connects that to the stereotypical figures to which governesses
were linked, notably “the lunatics and the fallen woman” (129).
On the one hand, Poovey evaluates the serious effects which the governess’s
tasks implicate on her mental health. She should be blind, deaf, and silent, with
respect to her employer’s intimate life (Poovey 130). Adding to that, she should never
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complain, never let her emotions betray her. A governess was “to accept the fact that
she would only be an outsider looking in” (Gilbert 463). That means that she should
be a passive eye witness, never a key member inside the household. Such
submissively performed behavior, Poovey observes, made governesses more prone to
psychological disabilities, driving even some of them to lunacy (130). On the other
hand, Poovey refers to the correlation which Victorian writers drew between
governess and their sister-jobs, needlewomen and factory girls (132). Such twining
worsened the reputation of governesses, putting their chastity at stake. Inside the huisclos of the household, there was a high probability that masters would take advantage
of governesses’ innocence and singlehood.
As rumors started spreading about working women as engaging in
“extramarital sexuality” with their employers, calls were launched on governesses to
re-embrace their pious, sex-abstaining behavior in order to preserve the values of the
“domestic ideal” (Poovey 132). In relation to Spivak’s subaltern, the governess could
be argued to be othered thrice. First, she was expected to embody “the domestic
ideal,” the aristocratic female identity that has nothing to do with her current
destitution which brought her to work. Second, the slightest presumption on her
promiscuity would be perceived as norm transgression, making insanity the perfect
explanation for such inappropriate behavior. Third, since the governess is a human
being, and even if she tries to repress her own desires, she would not be able to propel
the masters of the house from being attracted to her.
Poovey then discusses Lady Eastlake’s view on governesses, a role she has
herself assumed for a while. Poovey highlights that Lady Eastlake was one of these
voices who called for the improvement of governesses’ working conditions. What
troubled Lady Eastlake, Poovey adds, is the “fictious” boundary which employers
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created between them and their governess, even though all the manners of the latter
are hardly distinguishable from those of upper-class ladies (133).
When it comes to Jane Eyre, and albeit being raised in an aristocratic
environment at Gateshead, where she spends part of her childhood with her uncle’s
wife Mrs. Reed, Jane is treated as an inferior. She is “less than a servant,” as Bessie
tells her, since she is neither a domestic maid nor a legitimate member of the Reeds.
Having internalized her inferiority, Jane thinks that only work outside Lowood
School, a charity school to where she is sent by Mrs. Reed and where she stays till her
late adolescence, could help her in earning her living with dignity. D’Albertis
attributes Jane’s departure from Lowood to her aspiration in dissociating herself from
this charity establishment, thus becoming a middle-class governess at an upper-class
mansion (149; Godfrey 858).
Analyzing Jane’s characterization under the feminist lens has been a matter of
contestation among contemporary scholars. Chris Bossche argues that, far from binary
scholarship which read the novel as either a deliberately liberating narrative or “a
white feminist” story intended for a western, bourgeois readership, the novel does
challenge anachronistic “aristocracy” of Victorian England through a series of twists
in families’ fortunes (56). More specifically, Brontë’s “governess novel” recentralizes
plain Jane, who would be typically in the periphery as was the case of most
governesses in reality, making her discreetly aloof character quite agreeable to the
reader (Gilbert 467).
It is till questionable to determine whether Jane could epitomize the
exploitation of female labor in Victorian England or not, especially that she
eventually becomes a rich heiress and marries her beloved Rochester, the owner of
Thornfield Hall where she works as a governess for his illegitimate daughter Adèle. In
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this regard, Owsley attributes such dénouement to the “nineteenth-century gender
binary” which allows women to become agents only in case of a major disability that
implicates the husband’s dependence on his wife (55). Moreover, Jane becomes
autonomous after transcending the strictly “gendered, patriarchal labour system” in
Victorian England (Owsley 55). But as a governess, she ought to preserve her
virginity, in spite of essentialist views on her conduct as a female subordinate inside
Rochester’s mansion. Furthermore, what she earns would not have granted her true
independence, let alone the stigma against female singlehood.
Prior to her enrichment, Jane was abiding by the expected Victorian code of
chastity, by the virtue of which she abstained from showing the slightest admiration
for Rochester. In this sense, D’Albertis holds that through using the “painful” firstnarrative, Brontë delves into Jane’s repression of desire for Rochester, which reflects
her determination to keep her reputation irreproachable (268; Owsley 63).
With respect to Jane as the protagonist-narrator, Kaplan contends that “[she]
moves from silence to speech, thus providing a model of feminist resistance and
liberation” (“Girl” 6). Gibson draws on the influence of Cartesian model on the
narrative through focusing on the distinction between Jane as a character and Jane as a
narrator (210). The latter strategically uses the present tense to comment on the
feelings and actions of younger Jane (Gibson 210). This allows Jane the narrator,
Gibson adds, to judgmentally evaluate the somewhat mischievous thoughts of
inexperienced Jane (211). With her careful addressing to the reader, Brontë exerts
“god-like visual access and agency,” hence objectifying both Jane and readers (Gibson
211). In contrast, Kaplan views the recurrent reference to the reader as a channel
through which Jane tells her story without being interrupted, or obliged to be reduced
into a passive listener, as upon her encounters with Rochester and St. John (“Girl” 16).
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While her outspoken attitude denotes a free spirit, Kaplan asserts that “the novel also
acknowledges that what Jane longs for is precisely what cannot be fulfilled,” namely
transcending the constraints of Victorian patriarchy (“Girl” 6; emphasis in original).
Kaplan adds that the romantic framing of the narrative comes to compensate Jane’s
yearning to be, in Spivak’s terms, heard and understood. In other words, Jane’s marriage to
Rochester constitutes a middle-road resolution for her (Kaplan, “Girl” 7). On her choice
of presenting it as an autobiography, it can be deduced that Brontë wants to stress on
the limitations for Jane to be heard while speaking out her desires (Kaplan, “Girl” 23).
To be fully heard, Jane must leave a testimony which can be venerated by non-Victorian
readership.
By setting her as a governess, Brontë manages to problematize servitude as a
fate which Jane has been avoiding. In addition, she offers “a complex performance of
desire for recognition between master and servant” (D’Albertis 277). Although Jane
despises subordination, she works “out of necessity,” hoping that one day she could
gain her independence (D’Albertis 269). However, such autonomy is bound by the
Victorian “domestic ideology” into which Brontë herself was confined (D’Albertis
270).
Even before meeting Rochester, Jane questions the patriarchal injunctions of
Victorian England on women, which effaces any potential agency for them while
preventing the slightest voicing of their desires:
Women are supposed to be very calm generally: but women feel just as men
feel; they need exercise for their faculties, and a field for their efforts, as much
as their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a
stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their
more privileged fellow-creatures to say that they ought to confine themselves
to making puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and
embroidering bags. It is thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if they
seek to do more or learn more than custom has pronounced necessary for their
sex. (101)
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Accepting to work as a governess at Thornfield obliges Jane to abide by politesse. In
this passage, she speculates on the differentiation between men, who are allowed to
freely express themselves, and women, who should subscribe to the necessary
“custom” of their sex. Being “supposed” to “be very calm,” or precisely silent, brings
Spivak’s premise on epistemic violence. Victorian patriarchy inscribed silence in
women as presumably akin to their nature. It is significant that Jane describes men as
“brothers.” It can be an utter expression of fraternity, but arguably it is a Christian
tradition which makes her deem them not only “privileged” brothers but also “narrowminded.” As the Victorian society believed that each class should conform to the
traditions which define its very fabric, women were perceived to fit more within the
domestic sphere, being “the angels in the house” (Ayyildiz 147). The unfavorable
labor’s structure would not allow women such as Jane, whose academic and linguistic
competencies emulate those of aristocratic male characters in the novel, to become
financially independent (Owsley 57).
Jane’s position as a governess becomes bluntly problematized starting from
her very first encounter with Rochester:
“You are not a servant at the hall, of course. You are—” He stopped, ran his
eye over my dress, which, as usual, was quite simple: a black merino cloak, a
black beaver bonnet; neither of them half fine enough for a lady's-maid. He
seemed puzzled to decide what I was; I helped him.
“I am the governess.”
“Ah, the governess!” he repeated; “deuce take me, if I had not forgotten! The
governess!” and again my raiment underwent scrutiny. (105)

Even from her appearance, Brontë makes Rochester utter what Victorian readers
would have in mind, with respect to Jane’s status. Her neutral-colored, unadorned
clothing does neither qualify her to be a servant nor a “lady’s-maid”. Rochester is
“puzzled,” and so was Victorian society when it comes to the governess’s identity.
Despite his harshness, Jane is ironically attracted to Rochester’s “gruffness.” That can
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be attributed to the cruel mistreatment to which she got used to since her days at
Gateshead and Lowood School (Anderson and Lawrence 244). When she is
summoned to a meeting with Rochester at Thornfield Mansion, Mrs. Fairfax, the
mansion’s housekeeper and a distant relative of Rochester, urges her to dress properly
before seeing him. Godfrey associates Mrs. Fairfax’s advice with the keenness of
upper-class Victorians on the conformity of their children’s governess with the
cultural norms of their class (858). Dressing elegantly fades away the plain,
“androgy[nic]” taint on Jane’s face, making her worthy of governessing a
gentleman’s daughter (Godfrey 858).
Despite Rochester’s presentation in the plot as macho, his fall off the horse
foreshadows Jane’s subversion of her subordination (Brennan 53; Godfrey 859).
Brennan praises Brontë’s choice in swerving away from the classical appearance of
the chivalrous gentleman approaching on his horse (53). Furthermore, Jane’s remarks
on his non-handsome face dissuade the reader that Rochester is the prince-charmingto-be.
Despite acknowledging that women’s fate is to be obedient, Jane resists
embodying the angle-like, docile persona, which Rochester expects from her:
“Of course: that is the established answer. Go into the library—I mean, if you
please.—(Excuse my tone of command; I am used to say, ‘Do this,’ and it is
done: I cannot alter my customary habits for one new inmate.)—Go, then, into
the library; take a candle with you; leave the door open; sit down to the piano,
and play a tune.”
“I don’t think, sir, you have a right to command me, merely because you are
older than I, or because you have seen more of the world than I have; your
claim to superiority depends on the use you have made of your time and
experience.”
“Humph! Promptly spoken. But I won’t allow that, seeing that it would never
suit my case, as I have made an indifferent, not to say a bad, use of both
advantages. Leaving superiority out of the question, then, you must still agree
to receive my orders now and then, without being piqued or hurt by the tone of
command. Will you?” (114)
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Rochester’s “commanding” tone in this episode is deliberate, as he deduces that Jane
is not a one to command. Her elegant posture, with her hands tied on her lap, implies
that she is a lady who masters mannerisms of la bonne société. Godfrey suggests that
in this particular episode, and without fully yielding to Rochester’s “commands” and
rather indiscreet demeanor, Jane sticks to her modest behavior while avoiding
becoming too soft so as not to be perceived as a typically-coquettish governess
(859). It is worth mentioning that Rochester’s reference to the age gap constitutes
another shocking element in Brontë’s narrative. Arguably, it is an additional
intersecting constraint, along with that of class and gender, which accentuates the
perplexity of the Victorian reader (Godfrey 860). Nevertheless, Brennan agrees with
Gilbert and Gubar that Rochester conceives Jane’s lucidity, and as such he evokes
how equal he is to her, when he was at the same age range of hers (56).
Inquiring about her background, Rochester learns that Jane is an orphan who
spent her school years at a charity institution. In this case, and out of custom,
Rochester cannot move from his “comfortable position” so that he would be able to
better see Jane’s face.
“Miss Eyre, draw your chair still a little farther forward: you are yet too far
back; I cannot see you without disturbing my position in this comfortable
chair, which I have no mind to do.” (119)

Bringing Poovey’s rigorous analysis, Jane would belong more to the lower-class
instead of the upper-class stratum. The significance of that is the fear which
Victorians had about low-class governesses—spoiling their kids. Blanche Ingram’s
subsequent remarks on governesses overshadow Rochester’s yet implicit
bewilderment regarding the incongruity between Jane’s behavior and her status
(161).
Upon mentioning Adèle’s noticeable progress, Jane proudly replies:
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“Sir, you have now given me my ‘cadeau’; I am obliged to you: it is the meed
teachers most covet—praise of their pupils’ progress.” ‘Humph!’ said Mr.
Rochester, and he took his tea in silence. (111)
Rochester’s indifference to Jane’s concrete role—teaching Adèle —echoes all along
the novel. The fact that he does not respond to Jane’s pride of her job role highlights
the Spivakian argument on the inaudibility of the subaltern; even if she is articulate,
her words are deliberately unheard. This also brings Poovey’s remark on Lady
Eastlake’s opinion on the work of women. According to her, working as a governess
is a “precious” job, meaning that it does not directly impact the national economy
(Poovey 135).
On several occasions, Rochester treats Jane as one of his belongings. During
the same conversation, Rochester firmly implies that “most free-born will submit to
anything for a salary” (123). While his reference generally hints at women as Céline
Varens, his French mistress and Adèle’s mother, who “charmed [his] English gold out
of [his] British breeches pocket,” it can be argued that Rochester’s view reflects once
again the contemptuous look, which upper-class had on governesses (128).
In spite of the quasi-hierarchical distinctions between the female servants of
Thornfield, they are all subjugated into otherness. Mrs. Fairfax lightly scorns Grace
Poole, the guard of the attic where Bertha Mason—Rochester’s first, lunatic wife—is
confined, for her noisy voice. She reminds her to stick to the rules of the absent
master, maintaining quietness, or rather silence as a subaltern. Mrs. Fairfax herself,
Gilbert and Gubar assert, has a short-lived agency in Jane’s eyes, after the old lady
clearly defines her role as the housekeeper (348). Despite that, Mrs. Fairfax “can’t
converse with [the rest of female servants namely, Leah, John, and Martha] in terms
of equality…for fear of losing [her] authority” (89). She also keeps an eye on running
the mansion and supervising the servants as Rochester would do, becoming another
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transparent Other who reflects Victorian patriarchy.
Gilbert and Gubar hold that at Thornfield, Brontë emblematizes Jane’s
position through the unclassifiable rank of governess (349-50). While they believe
that all women of Thornfield are victims of “ambiguous status,” it is Jane who has the
most ambiguous status among them (Gilbert and Gubar 349). The more influential
Mrs. Fairfax, in addition to Martha, Leah, and Grace has a well-defined rank within
the stratum of Victorian servitude. Jane’s vacillation between being an inferior servant
and noble-like behavior troubles her work experience at Thornfield. That partly stems
from her pride, adding to her earlier expectations about the governess work as being
the same as that of Miss Temple, her kind-hearted teacher at Lowood School. Grace
Poole’s case is worth investigation, for her ambivalent nature as well as Rochester’s
direct interaction with her makes Jane wonders what kind of secret services might
Grace offer to her master. Ironically at some point, Jane reassures herself that if
Rochester is interested in Grace as a woman, he might be interested in her as well
(Gilbert and Gubar 351).
Unfolding his precious “experience(s)” which distinguishes him from Jane,
Rochester gradually recounts his past life while Jane passively listens (Brennan 54).
However, she practically proves to her master that she is capable of doing things, not
just “for a salary.” Through two occasions, Jane becomes the proactive agent whose
actions compensate for Rochester’s feminized inaction.
The first moment occurs when Jane saves him from his burning room. As Jane
smells smoke, she gets to the corridor where flames come out of her master’s
chamber, after Bertha put it on fire. Saving him, Rochester expresses his gratitude
towards her for the first time:
“I knew,” he continued, “you would do me good in some way, at some time;—
I saw it in your eyes when I first beheld you: their expression and smile did
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not”—(again he stopped)—“did not” (he proceeded hastily) “strike delight to
my very inmost heart so for nothing. People talk of natural sympathies; I have
heard of good genii: there are grains of truth in the wildest fable. My cherished
preserver, goodnight!” (138)
Referring to her as a “genii” and as a “witch” who “bewitches,” Rochester is himself
unable to process Jane’s efficiency in spite of her age and lack of experience. He is
additionally puzzeled by his unexplainable attraction towards her, which he starts
feeling from this episode. Gouker analogizes Rochester’s recurrent reference to Jane
as “witch” and “sorceress” to establish that only by “deconstruct[ing]” its meaning
that the word would have another non-pejorative signification (175). Rochester’s view
stems from an everlasting depiction of witches as single, plain, and mysterious, which
Jane fulfills all (Gouker 179). Although the novel takes place after the adoption of the
Witchcraft Law in 1735, which eliminated sorcery as a criminal act, Brontë’s
Rochester—as a countryside bourgeois who might not regularly follow national
affairs with which Londoners would be au courant—associates Jane with
enchantment (Gouker 181). Gouker explains that given the age gap between them,
young Jane, in Rochester’s eyes, must possess a magical attribute that gets him
attracted to her, albeit being “plain” (181). Brennan reads Rochester’s employment of
witchcraft jargon differently, deeming it a saving face method (57). This is the second
occasion where Rochester is feminized, after she has already helped him to re-ride his
horse the first time they met.
Gilbert and Gubar construe why Jane succeeds in gaining Rochester’s
confidence. They establish what they view as Rochester’s lucid discernment of Jane’s
persona (352). Rochester sees himself in Jane, despite being perplexed by her
drawings and knowledge which, for him, is incompatible with her age, experience,
and limited geographical mobility. Nevertheless, it is no surprise that Jane not only
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becomes Rochester’s blackbox, but also the one on whom he depends in challenging
times.
Additionally, D’Albertis provides an interesting reading of Jane’s gradual
immersion in Rochester’s secret life. As Rochester himself highlights, Jane becomes
his “involuntary confident,” and as such he confesses to her what he would write in
his personal diary (D’Albertis 273). This is how Jane’s identity as a woman
supersedes her professional status as a governess, as she has been “involuntary[ily]”
selected by Rochester to embody the Victorian wife who hears her husbands’
confessions. In this sense, Rochester reduces Jane into subaltern through whom he
nostalgically recalls his old days of libertinage (D’Albertis 274).
Nonetheless, and once again more than just listening, Jane overtakes
Rochester’s role in another key moment. As Richard Mason, Bertha’s brother, arrives,
Rochester seeks Jane’s help during the presence of his guests:
“Jane, I’ve got a blow; I’ve got a blow, Jane!” He staggered.
“Oh, lean on me, sir.”
“Jane, you offered me your shoulder once before; let me have it now.”
“Yes, sir, yes; and my arm.”
He sat down, and made me sit beside him.
Holding my hand in both his own, he chafed it; gazing on me, at the same
time, with the most troubled and dreary look.
“My little friend!” said he, “I wish I were in a quiet island with only you; and
trouble, and danger, and hideous recollections removed from me.”
“Can I help you, sir?—I’d give my life to serve you.” (184)

Fearful that Mason would reveal his own secret, Rochester finds Jane to be the sole
person capable of keeping an eye on his brother-in-law. While giving him her “arm”
could be read as surrender, Rochester is totally feminized in this scene. It is Jane who
assures his fears as he loses his control, needing someone to handle the situation on
his behalf. It also foreshadows Jane’s leading role after Rochester loses his sight.
Jane’s development through different places and life phases qualifies the

36

narrative to be a typical bildungsroman; however, Bossche rejects major scholarly
criticism, which coins it as bildungsroman per se (59). He notably hints at Jane’s
retrospective narration as illustrative not only of a casual development in her
personality but also of a high adaptability to “her changing circumstances” (Bossche
59).
Meeting Blanche Ingram is a decisive moment upon which Jane is explicitly
humiliated. Even the above-mentioned examples of Jane’s proactive behavior would
not undermine the effect which Blanche’s remarks leave on Jane. Looking down upon
her, Mary and Blanche Ingram gaze at Jane as if she is a “species” who belongs to an
exotic “race” (Brennan 58).
D’Albertis argues that Brontë devotes an entire episode to Blanche’s
essentialist, belittling, and “scorn[ful]” insights regarding governesses in order to
evoke the widely-shared view of the upper-class on them, before readjusting their
discredited image through Jane’s character (268):
“No, you men never do consider economy and common sense. You should
hear mama on the chapter of governesses: Mary and I have had, I should think,
a dozen at least in our day; half of them detestable and the rest ridiculous, and
all incubi—were they not, mama?”
“Did you speak, my own?”
The young lady thus claimed as the dowager’s special property, reiterated her
question with an explanation.
“My dearest, don’t mention governesses; the word makes me nervous. I have
suffered a martyrdom from their incompetency and caprice. I thank Heaven I
have now done with them!”
Mrs. Dent here bent over to the pious lady and whispered something in her
ear; I suppose, from the answer elicited, it was a reminder that one of the
anathematised race was present.
“Tant pis!” said her Ladyship, "I hope it may do her good!” Then, in a lower
tone, but still loud enough for me to hear, “I noticed her; I am a judge of
physiognomy, and in hers I see all the faults of her class.”
“Certainly, my best. And I was quite right: depend on that: there are a
thousand reasons why liaisons between governesses and tutors should never be
tolerated a moment in any well-regulated house; firstly—”
“Oh, gracious, mama! Spare us the enumeration! Au reste, we all know them:
danger of bad example to innocence of childhood; distractions and consequent
neglect of duty on the part of the attached—mutual alliance and reliance;
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confidence thence resulting—insolence accompanying—mutiny and general
blow-up. Am I right, Baroness Ingram, of Ingram Park?” (160-61)
Highlighting that her mother has an entire “chapter” on governesses out of her bad
experiences with them, Brontë’s Blanche ironically illustrates that what is being
recounted by upper-class Victorians about governesses’ conduct is unjustly fictional.
Although Mrs. Dent tries to alert Lady Ingram to Jane’s presence, she goes on to
enumerate the hideous qualities of women who take this job. By inviting her,
Rochester wants to please Jane that she can be equally admitted to such kind of
soirée, where he is surrounded by his guests. Whether he wants to show her Blanche,
provoking her jealousy or not, Jane’s awareness of her class revives in her the
derogatory remarks of her cousin, John Reed, on how her low status denies her the
right to use her uncle’s library at Gateshead Hall. What increases Jane’s inner
embarrassment is the resonance of Blanche’s views with her current situation. She is
attracted to Rochester, yet her class and “mutiny” prevents her from showing her
affection towards him.
Jane is aware that Blanche subscribes to the social expectations of Victorian,
upper-class ladies, whose appearances are far more crucial than their intellectual
abilities (Ayyildiz 150). On this, Gilbert and Gubar highlight how Jane does not fit
within the aesthetic standards of Victorian England on women. Gilbert and Gubar put
it clearly that “how [is supposed for a] poor, plain governess to contend with a society
that rewards beauty and style?” (350) Blanche, like Eliza and Georgina Reed—Jane’s
cousins—are aware of the social expectations, when it comes to the societal norms of
seduction and marriage (Gilbert and Gubar350). Nonetheless, Gilbert and Gubar
stress on Blanche’s “negative role-model,” since even her “self-marketing” strategy, a
guaranteed tool for elite girls to discreetly attract potential suitors as Rochester, would
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not work with the master of Thornfield.
On his disguise scene as a female gypsy, Gilbert and Gouber remarkably
explain why Jane does not get deceived by Rochester’s masquerade; they argue that
she could feel his presence as he sees truly beyond her “governess” disguise (353). As
such, Rochester clearly identifies Jane’s r nature is not akin to inferiority, and that her
traits are those which are associated with nobility. Brennan views this scene as
another unsuccessful endeavor of Rochester to control Jane’s “story” (60). At every
occasion, as per Spivak’s epistemic violence, Rochester tries to assume that he knows
what is going on in Jane’s mind.
Moreover, Jane is aware of the seductive scheme which Blanche plays in order
to become Mrs. Rochester. Although Jane has already affections towards Rochester,
she declines such feelings out of her status as a subordinate. Rochester tries to tease
Jane, implying that he is to marry Miss Ingram and that she will continue serving
them. Unable to bear that, Jane upbraids Rochester for thinking that he has the right to
belittle her:
Do you think I can stay to become nothing to you? Do you think I am an
automaton? — a machine without feelings? and can bear to have my morsel of
bread snatched from my lips, and my drop of living water dashed from my
cup? Do you think, because I am poor, obscure, plain, and little, I am soulless
and heartless? You think wrong! — I have as much soul as you, — and full as
much heart! And if God had gifted me with some beauty and much wealth, I
should have made it as hard for you to leave me, as it is now for me to leave
you. I am not talking to you now through the medium of custom,
conventionalities, nor even of mortal flesh; — it is my spirit that addresses
your spirit; just as if both had passed through the grave, and we stood at God's
feet, equal, — as we are!”
“As we are!” repeated Mr. Rochester — “so,” he added, enclosing me in his
arms. Gathering me to his breast, pressing his lips on my lips: “so, Jane!”
“Yes, so, sir,” I rejoined: “and yet not so; for you are a married man — or as
good as a married man, and wed to one inferior to you — to one with whom
you have no sympathy — whom I do not believe you truly love; for I have
seen and heard you sneer at her. I would scorn such a union: therefore I am
better than you — let me go!” (227)
Although she has been conforming to docility since she first stepped in Thornfield,
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Jane’s self-esteem supersedes her job duties. Transcending Victorian “custom” and
“conventionalities,” Jane repulses Rochester’s manipulation, even if his role as her
male employer doubly justifies it. Since she feels that Rochester emotionally
manipulates her, Jane decides to overtly voice her inner thoughts. She realistically
describes her situation, being “poor, obscure, plain, and little.” Jane starts with her
poverty because this is the main hindrance for a Victorian woman, who would never
be able to secure good marriage without having money. Had she had wealth, she
might have compensated for her “plain” appearance. Jane reminds Rochester in this
episode that even if they are socially unequal, they are humanly equal, and that his
stance is never to be a ground on which he could manipulate or humiliate her. On
evoking “grave,” Kaplan believes that Jane realistically conveys the impossibility of
becoming Rochester’s equal in life; she can only be his fully equal “in the other
world” (“Girl” 10; emphasis in original).
Learning that Jane is to marry Rochester, Mrs. Fairfax’s remarks serve as a
“remainder” to Jane that crossing class boundaries is not a trivial act, yielding serious
consequences (Ayylidiz 151). Ironically, Jane learns during the ceremony at the
church that her union with Rochester is illegitimate. The shocking revelation of the
marriage impediment fulfills Fairfax’s premonition that governesses should not marry
their masters.
However, as soon as Jane responds to Rochester’s declaration of love, his
predatory nature surfaces (Gilbert and Gubar 355). It seems that he has been only
after seducing the young virgin. Even before the revelation of bigamy, Jane starts
inquiring on Rochester’s attitude towards her, indulging her with presents as he used
to do with his former courtesans:
“I’ll be preparing myself to go out as a missionary to preach liberty to them
that are enslaved—your harem inmates amongst the rest. I’ll get admitted
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there, and I'll stir up mutiny; and you, three-tailed bashaw as you are, sir, shall
in a trice find yourself fettered amongst our hands: nor will I, for one, consent
to cut your bonds till you have signed a charter, the most liberal that despot
ever yet conferred.”
“I would consent to be at your mercy, Jane.”
“I would have no mercy, Mr. Rochester, if you supplicated for it with an eye
like that. While you looked so, I should be certain that whatever charter you
might grant under coercion, your first act, when released, would be to violate
its conditions.. . .I only want an easy mind, sir; not crushed by crowded
obligations. Do you remember what you said of Céline Varens?—of the
diamonds, the cashmeres you gave her? I will not be your English Céline
Varens. I shall continue to act as Adèle’s governess; by that I shall earn my
board and lodging, and thirty pounds a year besides. I’ll furnish my own
wardrobe out of that money, and you shall give me nothing but—” (241-42)

By refusing to be orientalized as one of his harems, Jane surprises Rochester by
vowing to “preach” and entice oriental women to be liberated from Turkish men’s
oppression. While it seems that Jane impulsively reacts to Rochester’s analogy,
Brontë latently critiques Victorian patriarchy through her response (Zonana 597).
Zonana implies that for Jane to fully be “Mrs. Rochester,” he should get rid of his
eastern traits, re-embracing western ones (597). Likewise, Kaplan implies that
Rochester’s subsequent blindness break the hierarchal gap between him and Jane
while feminizing him, hence becoming a sisterly companion and listener (“Girl” 18).
Through resisting Rochester’s efforts to reduce her into a docile bride who should be
grateful for her groom’s generosity—showering her with gifts, Jane employs
vocabulary that subvert his Sultan-like attitude (Bossche 60). Trying to keep her on
his side, Jane bursts on what Bossche perceives as a Chartist discourse, threatening
that she will go preach about liberty until women get to know their rights and reclaim
them (61).
As Mason reveals the impediment of Rochester’s union to Jane, since he is
already married to the enclosed Bertha, Jane decides to leave Thornfield. Trying to
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remind her that their love should supersede any law, even divine, Jane explains her
refusal to his offer:
This was true: and while he spoke my very conscience and reason turned
traitors against me, and charged me with crime in resisting him. They spoke
almost as loud as Feeling: and that clamoured wildly. “Oh, comply!” it said.
“Think of his misery; think of his danger—look at his state when left alone;
remember his headlong nature; consider the recklessness following on
despair—soothe him; save him; love him; tell him you love him and will be
his. Who in the world cares for you? or who will be injured by what you do?”
Still indomitable was the reply—“I care for myself. The more solitary, the
more friendless, the more unsustained I am, the more I will respect myself. I
will keep the law given by God; sanctioned by man. I will hold to the
principles received by me when I was sane, and not mad—as I am now.”
(284)

Although he begs her out of being madly in love, Rochester reminds Jane of her
inferior status as one without family. In other words, he unconsciously has an
essentialist outlook about Jane as a governess/working woman; since she has no male
family member to correct or regulate her behavior, she can live with him as a
concubine. Critic Bette London blames feminist scholars for their inability to dwell
upon the deliberate choice of Brontë to present the novel as an autobiography. The
above confrontation with Rochester illustrates that, by setting the protagonist as the
narrator who recounts her life, Jane the narrator becomes the enforcer of “regulatory”
morality (London 199-200). In other words, Brontë sets the contours beyond which
Jane would be corrected. Placing that in her relation to Rochester, as soon as she
accepts to marry him, while she is the “penniless” governess, Jane discovers that
Rochester was willing to commit bigamy.3 Despite her affections, Jane abruptly
voices her care for her own self, and so she needs neither guidance nor surveillance of
a man to shape her attitude. In this sense, Jane dismantles an intersecting vulnerability
which Rochester, by his concubinage offer, wants to add to Jane’s poverty and
womanhood, that of immorality.
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Drawing on the Brontës’ religious practice, Henrichsen highlights how the
sisters were influenced by their father’s gigantic library, which included but was not
limited to “the scripture” and “the Old Testament” (107). Henrichsen’s study counters
Gilbert and Gubar’s addressing of Victorian criticism which bawled out Jane’s lack of
Christian humility (338). Jane resists Rochester, despite his charming effect on her,
praying instead that God would give her the force to leave Thornfield (Henrichsen
108).
During her stay at Thornfield, Rochester was the “idol” who replaced God in
Jane’s heart, hence infringing Exodus 20:3 (Henrichsen 107). Before reuniting with
Rochester, Jane must undergo a journey of hardships, suffering, desolation, and
ultimately redemption (Gilbert and Gubar 347). Rochester, who was about to commit
bigamy, becomes divinely punished by losing his sight, and therefore he is punished
as the “idolatrous” in the Old Testament (Henrichsen 109).
Thus, Jane constructively bargains with Victorian patriarchy through
neutralizing what her controversial role as a governess implicates. Proving to be
reliable, Rochester’s admiration for her intensifies as she changes his beliefs about
women in general and working women in particular. She remains modest, despite her
growing love to him, until he provokes her to burst into one of avant-garde feminist
speeches in the canon, avenging her fellow governesses while proving that the plight
is that of stagnant patriarchy within Victorian England, not theirs. Having presented
the peculiar servitude of governesses in England of the 1840s, the following chapter
will tackle another complex servitude in a postcolonial setting. Through it, the threedimensional interesting constraints of race, gender, class will be examined.
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Chapter III
The Caribbean Servant versus the White Master in Wide Sargasso Sea

Since its publication in 1966, Wide Sargasso Sea has been hailed as a
reconstructive text of the life of dehumanized Bertha Mason in Jane Eyre. Extremely
touched by such essentialist depiction, Jean Rhys was determined to provide a
thorough account for Brontë’s shrieking Bertha. Abundant criticism has drawn the
parallels between both narratives; however, most of it has solely focused on Rhys’s
characterization of Antoinette/Bertha in contrast to that of Brontë. If Rhys has been
profoundly affected by Brontë’s Jane Eyre, then her interest must have surpassed the
character of Bertha. As Hai puts it, Wide Sargasso Sea could not have had such a
critical reception without its servants (“There is always” 517). As such, this chapter
will examine Wide Sargasso Sea as a revisionist prequel to Brontë’s Jane Eyre. Using
the first revisionary ratio of Harold Bloom, Clinamen, the chapter argues that Rhys
depicts a proactive female servitude through the figure of Christophine who, unlike
Jane and the other female servants in Brontë’s text, challenges the patriarchal rule of
the unnamed Rochester instead of blindly abiding by it and resists being othered or
essentialized by him.
This, in a way, liberates the narrative from the filial bond with Brontë’s text,
providing an original plot that stands on its own. The chapter will also suggest that
despite her so-called limited agency, as suggested by many critics, Christophine
masters navigating through the interesting constraints of color, gender, and class,
thanks to her oral mastery of several languages/dialects and her practice of Obeah.
This allows her to integrate and survive in any environment. Unlike Hai’s argument,
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this chapter counters the likeness of all black servants in the novel. If Hai suggests
that Christophine is neither good nor bad, as her fellow servants, then at least she is
the most independent of all, owing to her de-eroticized and overtly confrontational
stance.
In his seminal text, The Anxiety of Influence, Bloom defines Clinamen as “a
misreading of the prior poet, an act of creative correction that is necessarily a
misinterpretation” (30). Although Rody is skeptical about placing Rhys’s prequel
under Bloom’s theory, arguing that Rhys’s re-writing attempt would be more of a
“female affiliation complex,” she focuses on one aspect of the anxiety of influence—
rivalry (223). Bloom’s theory is not to be solely read under the oedipal prism. As
Bloom himself describes it, Clinamen is a deliberate “misreading,” because the later
poet/writer “insist[s] that a wrong direction was taken at just one point” (29; emphasis
added). Rhys expressed that urge in her letter to literary editor and journalist Francis
Wyndam:
The Brontë sisters had of course a touch of genius (or much more) especially
Emily. So reading “Jane Eyre” one’s swept along regardless. But I, reading it
later, and often, was vexed at her portrait of the “paper tiger” lunatic, the all
wrong creole scenes, and above all by the real cruelty of Mr Rochester. After
all, he was a very wealthy man and there were many kinder ways of disposing
of (or hiding) an unwanted wife— I heard the true story of one —and the man
behaved very differently. (Rhys, “Letter” 139)
For Rhys, Brontë is neither a rival nor a literary mother with whom she feels
affiliated. Had she perceived Brontë as a rival, Rhys could have swerved away from
Brontë’s novel, developing a new identity for the imprisoned, “lunatic” wife in an
entirely new plot. Rhys believes that being natively from the Caribbean makes her
more credible to correct “the all wrong creole scenes,” depicted by Brontë.
Accordingly, Rhys’s narrative is a complementary account, a just life history of
Bertha Mason whose dehumanized condition in Jane Eyre denies her perception as a
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victim of Victorian patriarchy.
Having mixed feelings towards Brontë’s text, Rhys might have found the
description of unproblematic lives of servants at Thornfield no longer fitting in
Postcolonial Jamaica. In Bloom’s understanding, the poet/writer “serves [his/her
predecessor’s] context that the visionary objects, with their higher intensity, fade into
continuum” (42). What retains the link between Wide and Jane Eyre is the itinerary of
Antoinette/Bertha from Jamaica to England, which Rhys reestablishes in Part III
where Antoinette/Bertha is guarded by Grace Poole at Thornfield Hall.
Uraizee holds that Rhys’s text not only rewrites history but also develops a
subversive narrative, which disentangles itself from the imperialist web to develop an
authentic identity of the Creole woman (263). “[U]ndermin[ing]. . .the masternarrative of” Brontë’s text, Rhys does provide Antoinette/Bertha, and marginalized
characters such as Christophine, with textual abundance such that the story of each
would be amply recounted (Uraizee 264). Nonetheless, Uraizee warns that by
accepting to write a prequel to Brontë’s text, Rhys cannot write an “anti-history,”
since she is bound by Bertha Mason’s fate, already delineated in Jane Eyre (264).
It was not until Spivak wrote her essay, “Three Women’s Texts and a Critique
of Imperialism,” that critics shifted their focus towards other characters in Wide,
notably female black servants. Jaising, among other scholars, deems Spivak’s analysis
of the novel a major turning point in criticism (816). It is only then that Rhys’s
narrative was no longer considered as merely a re-writing of a canonical western text,
Jane Eyre; instead, recent criticism on the novel has provided a robust analysis of
Antoinette/Bertha’s black maid, Christophine (Jaising 816).What had been mostly
ignored by criticism of Rhys’s text is the portrayal of Christophine as a different black
servant, resonating with “the liberal vision of black humanity expressed in
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transatlantic pro and antislavery writing of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth
centuries” (Jaising 816-17).
“[S]imulatenously recog[nizing] and constrain[ing] black personhood” of
Christophine, Rhys deliberately employs the plantocrat perspective at a moment when
the colonialist discourse was fiercely antagonized amid escalating decolonization in
the 1960s (Jaising 817). Neither former colonizing empires nor decolonized nations
were ready to revisit the cruel history of slavery.
In 1833, the British Parliament passed the Emancipation Act, which
conditionally freed slaves since they were required to spend an apprenticeship period
(Morgan 457; Turner 258). Turner views that this compulsory period aimed at
retaining the labor force of liberated slaves (258). Black apprentices could enjoy the
freedom of mobility and were entitled to a yet meager salary, with forty-five weekly
working hours (Turner 258). Apprentices had the right to either accept or refuse being
hired by their former masters (Holt 57).
Most of the opponents for the working conditions under the apprenticeship
system were women (Holt 64). Despite the abolition of slavery, racist prejudices
against black women persisted following emancipation. Bush holds that most English
masters and mistresses deemed female slaves more rebellious and “troublesome” than
male ones (54). It was “[black] [f]emale domestic servants” who were repeatedly
viewed as lazy-prone, incompetent, and more manipulative in the Creole society
(Bush 61). Ironically, most black female servants who showed utmost assimilation to
their masters and mistresses’ habits were those who resented “the system” and joined
clandestine resistance’s movements (Bush 61).
Even in the post-Emancipation period, women’s rebellion became more
structured (Bush 72). The practice of Obeah, penalized under the Consolidated Slave
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Act of Jamaica of 1792, was remarkably violated as black women continued to
practice it (Bush 72, 74). Bush argues that Africans practiced Obeah to solve a
personal problem, such as making two people fall in love with each other, causing
someone’s illness, or even making someone die (130). Women who practiced Obeah
were known to partake in “subversive” schemes, exerting a huge influence among
their fellow slaves (Bush 74). Unable neither to understand it nor to control its
possible adverse effects, white people were concerned about Obeah (Bush 75). Bush
adds that the colonizers in the West Indies could not perceive Obeah as a true religion,
and they were skeptical about it being a magical tool of poisoning them (75). It was
also believed that black, old, female servants were suspected of being responsible for
possible poisoning of their masters in food out of their knowledge of herbs’ effects
(Bush 75). What was striking is that most reported deaths were confused with
illnesses, and it was difficult to trace the presence of poison in food or drink (Bush
75). Bush believes that Obeah was a “continuum of resistance,” as it reflects the
evolutionary social role of African women (75).
Set in the aftermath of the Abolition Act of 1833, Wide recounts the life of
young Antoinette/Bertha, with an alternating narration between her voice in Part I,
that of her husband—the unnamed Rochester—in Part II, and recapitulating with hers
and that of Grace Poole in Part III. Mardorossian highlights that the deliberate usage
of multi-narrating voices is indicative of Rhys’s awareness of the “workings of the
ideological system” (1072). It implicates an inevitably peripheral position of black
characters, given the interesting constraints or “the axes of power” of race, gender,
and class (Mardorossian 1072). Nonetheless, Hai praises Rhys’s depiction of
“servitude [which] functions as a complex node or site that enables an investigation of
the intersectionality of race, class, gender, and colonial status disallowing a singular
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focus on any one category in isolation from others” (“There is always” 496). Uraizee
argues that “Wide Sargasso Sea must be viewed as an example of literary symbiosis
(a combination of voices at once powerful and silent)” (265). Despite silencing their
voices towards the end of the novel, both Antoinette/Bertha and Christophine are recentered into the narrative, such that their “marginalized” status would not demolish
their stories (Uraizee 266).
When it comes to the double perspectives of Antoinette/Bertha and Rochester,
Müller coins it an “I-narration” in that “[w]hile telling their stories they keep
expressing their spontaneous feelings, associations, memories, and dreams in a way
which, at times, comes close to the stream-of-consciousness” (65). Skeptical about
such duality, Ashworth argues that this narrative technique undermines reading the
novel biographically (210). She also deems Rhys’s style impressionistic, in contrast to
Brontë’s incontestable realism (211). Nevertheless, Ashworth is aware of Rhys’s
intentionality in providing such a style in order to stress on the impossibility of an
“objective reality” (211). Hai also views such double or multiple characters’
perspectives as a way of alerting the reader on the repercussions of leaning towards
one side while ignoring others, or what she calls “reading and misreading” of the
narrative (“There is always” 497). This is what Voicu argues as well, suggesting that
readers can easily compare and contrast Antoinette/Bertha’s narration from that of
Rochester, deciding which one is more reliable (97).
Ashworth speculates on the authenticity of black characters’ depiction,
especially that most of them, particularly Christophine, are introduced through the
point of views of Antoinette/Bertha and Rochester (211). This is why Christophine is
perceived as an othered nurse in Part I, narrated by Antoinette/Bertha, compensating
for the absence of the latter’s own mother due to her mental illness and her subsequent
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death. As for Part II, Rochester tries to essentialize her into the black Other, yet in
vain as her final confronting speech will culminate demystifying his power. Even
though the narrators are largely Antoinette/Bertha and Rochester, Christophine and
the rest of the servants, with their reported dialogues, widen the scope while
“disrupt[ing] the binarism of the married pair” (Hai, “There is always” 498).
The life history of Christophine is recounted by Antoinette/Bertha’s mother,
Annette, in an essentialist description:
‘She was your father’s wedding present to me—one of his presents. He
thought I would be pleased with a Martinique girl. I don’t know how old she
was when they brought her to Jamaica, quite young. I don’t know how old she
is now. Does it matter? Why do you pester and bother me about all these
things that happened long ago? Christophine stayed with me because she
wanted to stay. She had her own very good reasons you may be sure. I dare
say we would have died if she’d turned against us and that would have been a
better fate. To die and be forgotten and at peace. Not to know that one is
abandoned, lied about, helpless. All the ones who died—who says a good
word for them now?’ (12)

Annette’s comments divulge the complex attitude which white Creoles had towards
black former slaves (Uraizee 267). As Annette is originally from Martinique, her
husband, Daniel Cosway, thought that bringing her Christophine might ease her
distancing from her homeland; however, Annette could not befriend her as she is
socially inferior. Annette’s firm belief that Christophine’s stay is voluntary simplifies
the hardships borne by recently-liberated black slaves/apprentices. As Crenshaw
contends, structural intersectionality further entangles “women of color,” partly
because most established entities help them overcome one among endlessly
intersecting burdens which constitute their identity—namely, lodging (1245). When it
comes to Christophine, and while staying with the Cosways is a priori out of her
loyalty, she is still a black female subordinate who is no less exploited than before.
This is why Christophine’s agency is evanescent, being bound to her continuous
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performance as the strong, daring servant (Jaising 824). Despite addressing colonial
prejudices against formerly colonized communities, Rhys re-instills the same anxiety
which has been recurrently evoked in western writing, when it comes to the liberation
of slaves and their ultimate acquisition of subjectivity (Jaising 830).
Annette cannot deny that Christophine’s presence protected them from being
attacked by former plantation slaves, which would ultimately occur. This is
humiliating for Annette, since such interdependence with Christophine makes their
survival subject to her continuous commitment. Christophine’s kindness applies to
Dunkley’s insights, based on the testimony of Lady Carmichael, on how enslaved
women showed mere kindness towards their masters through bringing food and
whatever necessary for them, hence “deteriorate[ing] slavery from within. . . [and]
erod[ing] the boundaries established on the basis of color and class” (32). In spite of
being commoditized, Spivak establishes that Rhys “assigns [Christophine] some
crucial functions” (“Three” 252). Throughout Parts I and II, Christophine proves to be,
as Spivak asserts, a “powerfully suggestive figure” whose strength implicate her
abrupt departure from the narrative (“Three” 252).
First introduced in Part I through Antoinette/Bertha’s perspective,
Christophine is multifaceted in such a way that cannot be subdued within the
reductionist frame of the black servant:
Her songs were not like Jamaican songs, and she was not like the other
women.
She was much blacker—blue-black with a thin face and straight features. She
wore a black dress, heavy gold car-rings and a yellow handkerchief—carefully
tied with the two high points in front. No other negro woman wore black, or
tied her handkerchief Martinique fashion. She had a quiet voice and a quiet
laugh (when she did laugh), and though she could speak good English if she
wanted to, and French as well as patois, she took care to talk as they talked.
But they would have nothing to do with her and she never saw her son who
worked in Spanish town. She had only one friend—a woman called Maillotte,
and Maillotte was not a Jamaican. (12)
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Christophine is physically and behaviorally distinct from others, for she has solid ties
with her female employers as their confident and friend (Jaising 819). Dressed in
black instead of opting for light-colored clothes so as to lighten her complexion,
Christophine shows utmost pride in her black identity. The fact that she left her child
sheds light on the repercussions of the apprenticeship period, during which
apprentices were almost totally deprived from having private time with their families
(Uraizee 267; Turner 258). Her quite voice contradicts the stereotype of black people
having hoarse voice. Jaising distinguishes Christophine from the emblematic
archetype of the good “African subject,” whose “burden” leads him/her to behave
nicely within the constraints of the white authority (818).
Christophine’s baby-talk speech, involving repetitions and endearing words
for Antoinette/Bertha, is understandable insofar as Christophine is her nurse and
surrogate mother (Russell 90; Uraizee 269). Bringing theoretical insights on laughter,
which range from emotional relief to claims of self-superiority or even erotic
seduction, Hai contends that Christophine does not laugh at all, for she uniquely
diverts from the colonial/slavery rhetoric which required black slaves to be always
smiley so as to please their masters (“There is always” 511).
Through Christophine, being “an alibi” between Antoinette/Bertha and her
husband on the one hand and largely between Antoinette/Bertha and the blacks of the
West Indies on the other hand, the complex relation between white Creoles and
former black slaves is crystallized (Jaising 820). Halloran claims that Christophine’s
facility in mingling with different groups can be attributed to her “linguistic passing”
through which she supersedes her identity (102). By speaking broken English,
Christophine maintains “a strategic performance of class and national identity,”
preferring to use poor English so that she would not be perceived to be effacing her
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blackness by emulating the colonizer’s accent (Halloran 102).
In the Caribbean, the “worst features of colonialism” were employed; the
depletion of indigenous Caribs and Arawaks, a cruel application of slavery trade, in
addition to the “indenture” of Chinese and Indians were among these features
(Ashcroft et al. 144). The linguistic tactic ensured the distancing of indigenous
groups from their native languages and cultures (Ashcroft et al. 144). As they were
only forced to speak their masters’ language, most slaves managed to overturn such
rule by using their mother tongue among their peers in order not to lose their identity
(Ashcroft et al. 145). In this regard, Parry views Christophine’s intentional usage of
incorrect English as a way of unveiling the imperialist hypocrisy, which recognizes
the brutality of slavery while pursuing the very same abusive attitude towards
liberated blacks (38). Nonetheless, Christophine’s incorrect English never undermines
the poignancy of the messages she conveys (Russell 91). Being multilingual,
Christophine is in an advantageous position of “cross-cultural creativity,” which
racially-mixed cultures, such as those in the Caribbean and Guyana, were privileged
with (Ashcroft et al. 149). In spite of the atrocities they bore, Ashcroft et al. hold that
enslaved and colonized people of these areas had intellectual competencies which
their “monocultural” counterparts had not.
Differently from Antoinette/Bertha’s account, Rochester describes
Christophine horridly, as he first sees her in Part II:
‘Doudou, checocotte, the elderly woman said to Antoinette. I looked at her
sharply but she seemed insignificant. She was blacker than most and her
clothes, even the handkerchief round her head, were subdued in colour. She
looked at me steadily, not with approval, I thought. We stared at each other for
quite a minute. I looked away first and she smiled to herself, gave Antoinette a
little push forward and disappeared into the shadows at the back of the house.
(43)
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Hai contends that Christophine, among other servants, “negotiates” rather than
“resists” or contests their employers, achieving “limited agency” (“There is always”
501). However, Christophine masters deflating the arrogance of the English groom,
shaking his self-confidence. By gazing at him, Christophine blatantly obliges
Rochester to drop his look while reminding him that she is no longer a slave.
Christophine’s look is daring partly because, even following the abolition of slavery,
slaves, freed blacks, were not allowed to stare at their master’s eyes (Hai, “There is
always” 507). Rochester feels that Christophine is a “phallic, castrat[ing] mother”
whose mastery of Obeah undermines his patriarchal control (Fayad 235). Uraizee
describes Christophine as an “outsider” whose practice of Obeah makes her equally
feared by white and black characters in the novel (270).
Christophine is strikingly outspoken—with utmost ease—from the outset; she
weeps, laments, while invoking the cruelty of both the men she married and male
colonizers. As a surrogate mother for Antoinette/Bertha, Christophine has the right to
penetrate the bridal bedroom. Through every encounter with Rochester, Christophine
manages to undermine any possibility of essentializing her as a black servant:
She opened them and smiled when I came in. It was the black woman
hovering over her who said, ‘Taste my bull’s blood, master.’ The coffee she
handed me was delicious and she had long-fingered hands, thin and beautiful I
suppose.
‘Not horse piss like the English madams drink,’ she said. ‘I know them. Drink
drink their yellow horse piss, talk, talk their lying talk.’ Her dress trailed and
rustled as she walked to the door. There she turned. ‘I send the girl to clear up
the mess you make with the frangipani, it bring cockroach in the house. Take
care not to slip on the flowers, young master.’ She slid through the door.
‘Her coffee is delicious but her language is horrible and she might hold her
dress up. It must get very dirty, yards of it trailing on the floor.’
‘When they don’t hold their dress up it’s for respect,’ said Antoinette. ‘Or for
feast days or going to Mass.’
‘And is this a feast day?’
‘She wanted it to be a feast day.’
‘Whatever the reason it is not a clean habit.’(50)

54

Christophine’s overt allusion to her drink being the elixir of virility denotes her
mockery of Rochester’s masculinity (Fayad 235). Her imperative tone that he should
avoid “slipp[ing]” over the frangipani subverts the imperialist and social hierarchy
vis-à-vis Rochester. By referring to his age, Christophine further ridicules Rochester,
reproaching his child-like slipping over the flower. It is as if she teaches him
mannerisms, while reminding him that her old age overturns his patriarchal control.
Rodriguez establishes that Rochester, despite his reluctance to take up the role drawn
by his father—marrying Antoinette/Bertha in exchange for access to her wealth,
represents the decaying British Empire that has already lost its forced esteem in its
colonies. This is due to the fact that liberated slaves no longer had any reason to show
fear in front of those who had once embodied the colonial power (Rodriguez 280;
Voicu 64). The servants’ cynical humor and laughter, described by Rodriguez as the
“subaltern” language, reveal the awareness of former slaves of the reality about the
rank of their so-called masters (281). In a postcolonial world where an English
plantation owner can no longer exert his patriarchal power, Rochester feels that any
sign of disrespect shakes his power. On Christophine’s call for another servant to
clean the mess, Hai remarks that this scene sets Christophine in a higher status than
the rest of servants (“There is always” 512). This particular scene could suggest that
Christophine at Granbois is as Brontë’s Mrs. Fairfax, for both give themselves a
slightly different grade than the rest of subordinates. The difference lies in Mrs.
Fairfax’s utmost submissiveness to the orders of Brontë’s Rochester, whereas
Christophine almost deliberately supersedes unnamed Rochester’s control. Unable to
exert power over Christophine, Rochester finds cleanness to be the fault which could
set him apart as the civilized, neat English master from her as an Other whose
“trailing” dress unfolds the uncivilized habits of black slaves.
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In addition to Christophine, Rhys provides a diversified portrayal of female
domestics. At Granbois, there is Amélie who embodies the stereotypically sexualized
black Other. Subject to the colonial imaginary, Rhys ought to portray “good and bad”
black servants, with Christophine embodying angelic devotion of the loyal servant
and Amélie being the exoticized coquette (Jaising 824). Hai disagrees with the
scholarly construal of Amélie as orientalized. According to her, Amélie is not simply
the dumb, promiscuous servant; she is intelligibly a conscious eyewitness of the
uneasy relation between Antoinette/Bertha and Rochester (“There is always” 506).
Hai adds that Amélie’s laughs and looks culminate in Rochester’s recognition of
Antoinette/Bertha’s feeble-mindedness (“There is always” 506). In order to humiliate
Antoinette/Bertha, Rochester turns to Amélie, making the latter his “surrogate wife”
with whom he fulfills his sexual fantasies (Hai, “There is always” 507). Hai sees in
Amélie’s departure an escape from patriarchal constraints, those of Rochester, in
which only Antoinette/Bertha gets entangled (“There is always” 507). Applying that
to Christophine’s disappearance, she could be seen with Amélie as rebellious, as both
refusal to conform to Rochester’s authority. Unlike the explicitly rebellious
Christophine, Hai establishes that Amélie is pragmatic enough through pretending
that she submits to the rules of servitude (“There is always” 507). Nevertheless, Hai
contends that Amélie uses the docility “mask” with Rochester only, for upon dealing
with Antoinette/Bertha she treats her with utmost disrespect. Amélie is aware that the
only attribute she owns is her physique, and that is why she leaves so that she would
likely work as a prostitute in Rio, abandoning the servitude “identity” (Hai, “There is
always” 509).
Moving from postcolonial servitude, Rhys provides a different framing of
Victorian female servitude other than that in Brontë’s text. Reconnecting with Jane
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Eyre, Grace Poole partially narrates Part III, where unlike her enigmatic presence in
Brontë’s narrative, she comments on her work and that of her fellow servants at
Thornfield:
After all the house is big and safe, a shelter from the world outside which, say
what you like, can be a black and cruel world to a woman. Maybe that’s why I
stayed on. . . . above all the thick walls, keeping away all the things you have
fought till you can fight no more. Yes, maybe that’s why we all stay —Mrs.
Eff and Leah and me. All of us except that girl who lives in her own darkness.
I’ll say one thing for her, she hasn’t lost her spirit. She’s still fierce. I don’t
turn my back on her when her eyes have that look. I know it. (105-06)

Rhys completes the picture by plainly relocating her narrative at the heart of Gothic,
thick-walled Thornfield. Nonetheless, the re-depiction of Grace Poole is tricky, since
Rhys alters her perfunctory behavior by which she is described in Brontë’s text. Here,
Grace articulates a non-conformist speech, lamenting on how punitive Victorian
patriarchy is for all women, irrespective of their classes, manifested by her own
entrapment in the attic with Antoinette/Bertha. Grace’s words deconstruct the
idealized imaginary which most Victorian male writers described, when it comes to
the endless advantages of confining women to domesticity (Lydon 29). Moreover,
Rody contends that Rhys’s Grace is no longer the hard-hearted guard; she has a
friendly, if not sisterly, relation with Antoinette/Bertha (225).
It is significant that Rhys distorts the slightest echo of patriarchal voice and
authority throughout the whole novel, which qualifies her work as feminist. She not
only throws Rochester into anonymity throughout the narrative, but also alludes yet
symbolically to “that girl”—a way of avenging the diabolic portrayal of
Antoinette/Bertha—whose name has been carved on one of the most venerated texts
in the western canon, Jane. While Grace’s description applies to Jane’s early tenacity,
Rhys could have not named Brontë’s governess because of her complicity with
patriarchy. Once she becomes a rich heiress and reunites with Rochester, Jane
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becomes Mrs. Rochester.
The fact that the narrative in Parts I and II is set in the Caribbean Islands
explains why submissive female servants of Thornfield, who only signify the
patriarchal voice, can no longer have their like at Granbois. As Hai asserts, servants in
the Caribbean were aware that since the abolition of slavery they work for a paid
service, that their employers have no right to possess them, and that they can leave
whenever they feel the urge to do it (“There is always” 496).
Christophine’s role becomes more critical as Rochester discovers through a
letter, sent by Antoinette/Bertha’s half-brother Daniel Cosway, the lunacy of his
wife’s mother, and that mental disability is hereditary in the family. Abandoning her,
Antoinette/Bertha seeks the help of Christophine by asking her to use her Obeah
magic so as to prepare a love potion for Rochester. Christophine suggests that she
should leave Rochester, to which Antoinette/Bertha replies:
‘But I cannot go. He is my husband after all.’

She [Christophine] spat over her shoulder. ‘All women, all colours, nothing
but fools. ... [I have] no husband, I thank my God. I keep my money. I don’t
give it to no worthless man.’
‘When must I go, where must I go?’
‘But look me trouble, a rich white girl like you and you more foolish than the
rest. A man don’t treat you good, pick up your skirt and w’alk out. . . .’
‘. . . you must understand I am not rich now, I have no money of my own at
all, everything I had belongs to him.’
‘What you tell me there?’ she said sharply.
‘That is English law.’ (66)
Shocked to know that by virtue of the “English law” Antoinette/Bertha is no longer in
possession of her inheritance, Christophine urges her to liberate herself from
Rochester’s control. Having no subjectivity, Oates suggests that Antoinette/Bertha is a
passive character whose powerlessness allows her neither to change the course of her
life nor that of the plot (52). In contrast, Rhys depicts Christophine to be antistereotypical of female black servants; she is active and particularly modest.
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Christophine embodies what Antoinette/Bertha does not possess; she articulates her
thoughts and demonstrates a proactive attitude (Uraizee 270). Drake argues that
Christophine might be more advantaged than Antoinette/Bertha, since the former,
having been a slave, knows how she can fight so as to resist being subjugated (197).
Placing that into Crenshaw’s framework of intersectional insubordination,
Christophine manages to dismantle what might be her accumulating vulnerabilities,
social and financial dependence on a husband. In other words, Christophine knows
that she is already disadvantaged as a black, working female servant, which exposes
her to manifold exploitation, and that is why she is unwilling to be hindered with
marriage. Jaising attributes the confidence which Christophine’s mistresses have in
her to her chastity, being the “asexual mammy figure” (Jaising 822). She subscribes to
the chastity for which Englishwomen were praised. Rhys allows Christophine an
impressive awareness of her rights, not reductively as a black woman but simply as a
woman.
When Antoinette/Bertha begs Christophine to help her with Obeah so that
Rochester would love her again, she reluctantly accepts:
‘So already you frightened eh?’
And when I saw her expression I took my purse from my pocket and threw it
on the bed.
‘You don’t have to give me money. 1 do this foolishness because you beg
me—not for money.’ (70)

Declining the financial offer, Christophine shows a sign of superiority, since it is
Antoinette/Bertha who needs her help (Hai, “There is always” 516). Hai believes that
it is only “emotional labor” which inclines Christophine to help Antoinette/Bertha,
like a mother who would not stand seeing her daughter in emotional distress (“There
is always” 516). She might have found in Antoinette/Bertha the daughter with whom
all her motherly emotions are expressed (Hai, “There is always” 514). Drifting away
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from historical facts, Rhys makes Obeah a threatening magic through which
Christophine draws her strength. In reality, Obeah was a religion that the colonizers
prohibited the indigenous community from practicing. Christophine primarily
declines Antoinette/Bertha’s request since Obeah is a “culture-specific” ritual, and it
cannot be used in such a scheme (Spivak, “Three” 253). Rhys alludes to that by the
fact that Obeah would have a counter effect, leading Rochester to have sex with
Amélie instead of reuniting with his wife (Mardorossian 1078). This is why
Christophine warns Antoinette/Bertha that Obeah is potentially dangerous with white
people. Cutter contends that with Obeah, Christophine “symbolizes the power of
magic to defeat the will of the Colonizer” (132).
Mardorossian transcends Spivak’s view of the unconceivable subjectivity of
the black others, which undermines the historical boundaries when it comes to black’s
limited, if not absent, autonomy. Christophine highlights the undeniable “resistance”
of blacks, which destabilizes the colonizer (Mardorossian 1077). What Mardorossian
suggests is the fact that if Christophine, or any black subject, acquires agency, it is a
mean towards an end—obliterating “white domination” (1078).
As Rochester succeeds in worsening Antoinette/Bertha’s state, making her
believe that she is mentally unstable and calling her Bertha, he summons
Christophine, presumably to save her. The real reason for calling Christophine is to
seize the opportunity to scold her, under the pretext that she tried to poison him with
the potion she gave to Antoinette/Bertha. In total equanimity, Christophine overtly
articulates her resentment to Rochester:
‘She marry with someone else. She forget about you and live happy.’
A pang of rage and jealousy shot through me then. Oh no, she won’t forget. I
laughed.
‘You laugh at me? Why you laugh at me?’
‘Of course I laugh at you—you ridiculous old woman. I don’t mean to discuss
my affairs with you any longer. Or your mistress. I’ve listened to all you had
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to say and I don’t believe you. Now, say good-bye to Antoinette, then go. You
are to blame for all that has happened here, so don’t come back.’
She drew herself up tall and straight and put her hands on her hips.
‘Who you to tell me to go? This house belong to Miss Antoinette’s mother,
now it belong to her. Who you to tell me to go?’
‘I assure you that it belongs to me now. You’ll go, or I’ll get the men to put
you out.’
‘You think the men here touch me? They not damn fool like you to put their
hand on me.’
‘Then I will have the police up, I warn you. There must be some law and order
even in this God-forsaken island.’
‘No police here,’ she said. ‘No chain gang, no tread machine, no dark jail
either. This is free country and I am free woman.’ (95-96)

By telling him that Antoinette/Bertha could be happier with another man,
Christophine once again knows how to humiliate Rochester by casting doubt on his
manhood. Being unable to tolerate or even visualize his wife with another man,
Rochester pragmatically relies on his status as the legal owner of Granbois who can
use the law against her. Despite reducing Christophine into the black servant and
threatening to throw her out of the mansion, she reminds him that she is in a stronger
position; insofar as she is feared by everybody out of practicing Obeah. Moreover,
Christophine reminds him that the master-slave discourse which he employs, alluding
to torture and order as a way of reestablishing his imperialist power, would not work.
This is due to her awareness of her legal status as fully emancipated woman.
Despite her remarkable upbraiding of Rochester, Christophine’s exit from the
novel, Spivak claims, has to do with the impossibility of her remaining in a canonical
text that reflects the “imperialist project” (“Three” 253). Both Russell and Uraizee
reject Spivak’s reading of Christophine’s departure as a sign of capitulation. In spite
of “walk[ing] away,” Christophine’s words continue to echo in both
Antoinette/Bertha’s mind and that of Rochester (99; 265). Embodying newly liberated
slaves who turned to paid servitude, Christophine grants herself spatial mobility to
which fully emancipated blacks had access. Hai describes Christophine as
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“uncategorizable” since she moves freely beyond the ideological frames of race,
gender, and class (“There is always” 499).
Unable to domesticate her as a doll or an object, through calling her Pheena as
he calls Antoinette Bertha, Rochester keeps calling Christophine devil whenever he
remembers her (Russell 99). Christophine’s words destabilize his peace of mind and
patriarchal power. In contrast to Spivak’s reading as well, Parry believes that Rhys
chooses the right moment for Christophine to refrain. As Rochester is determined on
taking Antoinette/Bertha to England, the attributes that account for Christophine’s
strength would disappear if she would accompany them there (Parry 38). It is the rule
of law that works in Britain, not Obeah magic.
Feeling that she has no choice but to leave Antoinette/Bertha, she reaffirms
that she has hesitantly prepared the potion:
I said loudly and wildly, ‘And do you think that 1 wanted all this? I would
give my life to undo it. 1 would give my eyes never to have seen this
abominable place.’
She laughed. ‘And that’s the first damn word of truth you speak. You choose
what you give, eh? Then you choose. You meddle in something, and perhaps
you don’t know what it is.’ She began to mutter to herself. Not in patois. I
knew the sound of patois now. (96-97)

This is the first time for Christophine to laugh, which marks a triumphal gesture. In
one of her historical accounts, Bush sheds light on the testimony of one of the English
masters, Monk Lewis, who witnessed a case of a girl who was accused of poisoning
her master (62). Despite her bluffing performance so as to deny the accusation, she
was condemned to death, and surprisingly she was laughing after she heard the
sentence (Bush 62). Her laughter, as that of Christophine, signifies their pleasure in
trapping their masters. Moreover, Christophine laughs because she manages to drop
the mask off Rochester’s face, and that his opportunist intention has surfaced. Hai
argues that Rochester’s blindness in Brontë’s text seems to be a curse from
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Christophine (“There is always” 514). This has to do with the fact that she tells him,
when he complains about being at Granbois, that he has looked for it, accepting his
father’s deal to marry Antoinette/Bertha so that he would inherit her fortune.
Nevertheless, following their confrontation, the final portion of Part II has a lot of
pauses and punctuation marks which, given that it is told by Rochester, illustrates that
he is unable to mentally recall or even acknowledge Christophine’s confrontational
speech (Russell 100). The continuous echoing of Christophine’s word in his mind has
the effect of destabilizing him (Hai, “There is always” 513).
Representing the new generation of liberated slaves, Rhys rewrites through
Christophine a progressive, anti-Victorian servitude that ardently resists and
permanently negotiates postcolonial patriarchy, thanks to her linguistic abilities and
mastery of Obeah through which her intersectional subordination diminishes. Even
when she comes to a limit amid Rochester’s manipulative scheme, as per the rule of
law, she “walks away without looking back,” being sure that with her
“uncategorizable” persona, as Hai puts it, she will navigate until she finds her place.
Still controversial is Christophine’s choice not to remarry again, which is radically
established as the only guarantee for her autonomy. Given her former status as an
objectified slave, and presumably her bad experience in her former marriages, it
becomes understandable that a woman as Christophine must have been traumatized
up to the point that she could no longer risk losing her autonomy by marriage. While
Amélie’s liaison with Rochester provides a glimpse on how female servants can be
subject to sexual exploitation, the following chapter will amply tackle the
consequences of such exploitation in patriarchal, tribal-based cultures—namely honor
killing in Taha Hussein’s The Call of the Curlew, where women are unjustly held
accountable for the loss of their chastity.
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Chapter IV
Subverting Servitude in The Call of the Curlew

In the last two chapters, it has been argued that Jane and Christophine
challenge their otherness by continuously bargaining with their masters’ domination.
In The Call of the Curlew, first published in 1934 as Du‘a’al-Karawan, Taha Hussein
offers a latent insubordination for the female servant, Amna. Through referring to
how she is immersed while reading The Arabian Nights, Hussein foreshadows that
Amna will become a Scheherazade-like figure, using lucid seduction as an avenging
weapon (105/132)4. Unlike Jane and Christophine’s repulsion by the slightest attempt
of being eroticized or belittled, Amna embraces her otherness for her own benefit.
This chapter will draw, in addition to Crenshaw and Spivak’s theories, on Luce
Irigaray’s notion of mimesis. It will be established that if, as Hussein’s Amna, the
female subaltern mimics the identity which is prescribed to her by patriarchy without
getting submerged by it, she could destabilize male domination from within.
Accordingly, it will be argued that Amna’s embrace of the persona of the coquettish
servant during her stay with the unnamed engineer allows her to transform his
personality, thanks to adopting a non-patriarchal, subversive revenge for the demise
of her sister while simultaneously undoing patriarchal exploitation.
Set in the village of Bani al-Warkan, The Call recounts the tragic murder of a
Bedouin girl, Hanadi, by her uncle Nasir after losing her virginity while working as a
servant at the household of the unnamed engineer. Her sister and the novel’s
protagonist, Amna, decides to assume Hanadi’s position as a servant at the unnamed
engineer’s house such that she would avenge her sister’s unjust death.
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As such, Hussein’s novel deals chiefly with the themes of honor and revenge.
The Call casts the hostile customs of Bedouin patriarchy, with honor killing as the
most punitive of those. It is noteworthy how Hussein masters wordplay, when it
comes to his choice of names of places in the novel. While Bani al-Warkan is a real
village in Minya Governorate in South Egypt, Hussein deliberately chooses this
village, in addition to being himself born in Minya, as its name perfectly exemplifies
honor-and-shame complex:
Its inhabitants and those of the neighboring villages made the sound /ā/ like
/ay/ so that the name soon became a shame and an insult when addressed to
the villagers. How could it have been otherwise since it had now become
Bayna’l-Warkayn‘Between-the-two-thighs.’ (7/14; emphasis in original)
By changing the sound of one of its letters, Bani al-Warkan arguably alludes to
female genitals, making people “ashamed of their village”.
In her rigorous ethnographic study, Lila Abu-Lughod lists the Bedouin
customs, reported to her by one of the Bedouin girls as follows:
The virtues of Bedouins are:
1. Their piety and their total adherence to the traditions of the Prophet
[Muhammad], despite their lack of education.
2. Their total respectfulness. The old respect the young, and the young
respect the old, whether they are kin or strangers.
3. Their generosity.
4. Hospitality and respect to the guest.
5. The ties of kinship that links various parts of the family and the
cooperation of relatives in all situations. (233-34; emphasis in original)
The last virtue stresses on the interconnectedness of family members, and how they
are quite aware of each other’s issues. Yet, when it comes to marriage, the girl is
never allowed to express the slightest choice; she should only marry the suitor whom
her family chooses (Abu-Lughod 211). This is because Bedouin patriarchy reduces a
girl’s role into “food, drinking, and clothing” (Abu-Lughod 213).
Desires of Bedouin females are systematically dismissed, and no room for
expressing the slightest attraction, if there would be any, to a man (Abu-Lughod 213).
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Abu-Lughod stresses on the double-standards of the Bedouin custom through which a
girl would be blamed should a man talk to her, irrespective of the fact that it was him
who initiated the conversation (214).
By blaming the girl, Bedouins belong to honor-based cultures that violently
deal with non-marital sexual engagement of girls. Awwad attributes honor killing to
patriarchy and patrilineality, which are the building blocks of the Middle-Eastern
family (40). Barmaki defines honor killing as “a vestige of an inhumane, outmoded
type of social organization” (473).On the etymological origin of the word “honor,”
Doğan highlights that the term has encountered mutations such that it would
hereinafter have a female-related connotation, which can be solely acquired by
violence (“Is Honor Killing” 424-25). It comes to signify an anti-human rights
practice which male members are inclined to reproduce, should their female
dependents dishonor their image.
Upon being raped, even if the aggressor is a family member, the female would
be held accountable for tarnishing her family’s reputation (Awwad 40). This is how
Awwad views that the problem is not the shame brought by the female’s loss of
virginity, but rather how such loss might affect the reproductive power of the family
lineage (40). Barmaki argues that underprivileged families would be keener on
adhering to honor, being a key asset for them (477).
As a phenomenon which is neither cultural nor religion-derived, honor killing
has been falsely associated with the Islamic faith. Awwad rejects such essentialist
correlation, holding that such reading “undermine[s] the ideological complexities of
gender dynamics in the Middle East” (41). Doğan contends that Islam grants women
rights which protect and guarantee them a life of dignity.5
Irrespective of Islamic jurisprudence, patriarchal societies abide by a code of
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honor, which establishes male members as the controllers of female subjectivity and
sexuality (Awwad 44). Likewise, Barmaki and Doğan argue that men in honor-based
cultures become active protectors who vigilantly keep an eye on the chastity of their
female family members, with honor killing as the most radical of protection to which
they resort in order to correct the violation of sexual virtuousness (474; “Do Women
really” 1249). Barmaki complements Awwad’s reading of the hegemonic discourse of
honor in that the strong adherence to honor killing becomes “internalized” by
members of the community (474). As the bearer of reproductive power, women
become responsible for keeping an eye on their own chastity (Awwad 45). However,
being intrinsic to their dignity, men in honor-based cultures have an ongoing
frustration that if the chastity of their female dependents would diminish, it would
discredit their pride (Barmaki 478).
Doğan further elaborates on how the loss of female chastity perpetrates the
social death of the girl and, arguably, that of her family (“Do Women really” 1261).
Barmaki also asserts that the female victim, should she be kept alive, embodies a
growing challenge to entrenched customs, and the subsequent potential of adhering to
them by her fellow women. Having a noxious presence, honor killing becomes a
neutralizing effect to the girl’s transgressed engagement in non-marital sexual
activities (481).
Honor killing, from a psychological perspective, involves the willingness to
restore lost honor by avenging the female victim. Based on their field research
findings, Kivivuori et al. observe that most of “altruistic” revenge they monitored had
to do with harm which has befallen a close friend or sibling (77).
In fiction, revenge has been portrayed since Greek literature. Dawson
elaborates on the cathartic merit of revenge in literary works:
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Vengeance can also relieve the avenger’s sense of powerlessness and guilt: by
transferring the pain experienced onto another, the avenger appears to cancel
the loss of the past and is simultaneously transformed from the passive
sufferer into the active avenger (4).

Despite being related to the realm of masculinity, Dawson highlights that the curses of
Greek goddesses consolidate revenge as akin to women’s nature (7). Tassi challenges
scholarly criticism that, out of being guided by the law of genre, has neglected many
non-revenge tragedies which provide an array of unorthodox gendered portrayal of
female revengers (111). Ziegler also casts doubt on scholarship which establishes
women’s inability to carry revenging schemes as a matter of their physical limitations,
holding that it is precisely these “female” bodies that are capable of better revenging,
thus becoming agents without having to be masculinized (250-51).
Ziegler points out the significance of “lovesickness,” being an external force
that initially starts as a pleasantly magical feeling, and then turns into a tormenting
sensation that haunts the one who would be under its effect (253). Ziegler contends
how “[w]omen, by virtue of their appearance, were considered especially powerful
catalysts for men’s lovesickness” (253). She notes that amid an irresistible appeal,
women manage to rise into “dominion” over socially-superior men (Ziegler 254).
Nevertheless, Ziegler agrees with Tassi that female empowered heroines were
not welcomed in Elizabethan and Jacobean culture, for their villainy-prone nature—
being responsible for “infec[ting]” and contaminating men—led writers to
compensate for such shrewdness by making them disappear from the plot (Ziegler
263-65). In case of Hussein’s Amna, she will not disappear from the plot; she
becomes, in contrast, the moral Pygmalion who changes the philanderer engineer into
a loving, faithful partner.
Unlike Jane and Christophine, whose respective subordination is depicted in
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one household, Amna serves in three different places through various phases of her
development. Nolin highlights how The Call offers a stratified dissection of the
master/servant relationship (15). Amna first serves at the sub-prefect’s house out of
economic need, where she is still the inexperienced Bedouin girl who has not been yet
confronted with the tragic death of her sister. There, she has been aspiring to emulate
urban customs of literacy, taste, and lifestyle. Secondly, she serves at a big household
where she could neither find the warmness as at the sub-prefect’s house nor the
companionship that she has nurtured with Khadija, the sub-prefect’s daughter
(97/122). In this phase, Amna becomes more obsessed with avenging Hanadi’s unjust
murder, convinced that it is the engineer who should be condemned to death.
Drawing on the domestic structure of the Egyptian household, Zilfi argues that
it was largely influenced by Ottoman and European civilizations (25). The Ottomans
worked on “feminizing” the domestic service, such that all of the subordinates who
work inside home would be exclusively women (Zilfi 26). Jureidini distinguishes
between female slaves, who were solely charged with service, and “jawareb” or
concubines, who “were inherently playful, manipulative, [and] sexually insatiable and
often sought political and other forms of influence through their masters” (98). These
concubines are portrayed in the stories of The Arabian Nights (Jureidini 98).
Under the Ottoman Empire, Egyptian aristocratic families adopted a lavish
lifestyle, hiring big domestic staff to run the household (Zilfi 27). Zilfi highlights that
domestic service provided a safe opportunity for disenfranchised females who needed
to earn their living without risking outside work (27). In most cases, mistresses/wives
were the ones responsible for supervising their work. Although there was a legallybinding contract which was signed by the employer, abiding by the terms of this
contract, when it comes to adequate working conditions, was unguaranteed (Zilfi 27).
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Zilfi makes a crucial observation, holding that “sexual vulnerability is a matter of
gender,” on how serving unmarried male masters was problematic within the Ottoman
Empire (28). In line with this, Jureidini argues that male masters nurtured a desire
towards their female servants (98). He adds that masters in old times had to struggle
between fantasizing about their servants and despising them, as per social customs.
Jureidini dwells on how cleaning and housework have become associated with
“sexual impurity,” to the point that the mistress of the house no longer mingles with
cleaning so that her chastity would be intact, leaving cleaning and “sexual impurity”
to the servant Other (99).
Motlagh surveys the manifold exploitation of servants, notably of former
slaves in early twentieth-century Iran. These slaves were harshly dominated,
becoming at once slaves, servants, housekeepers, and courtesans (61). Similarly,
Jureidini notes that Ottoman masters granted themselves the right to “unrestricted
sexual access” to female slaves (98). Motlagh speculates on whether historians and
intellectuals can reliably convey a description where the experience of servants would
be fully recounted (62). Here, she draws on the Spivakian premise that female
servants, being subalterns, have come to be “re-presented” by these writers. Most
crucially, such imaginary reflects a complex sentiment towards the presence of “nonkin females” within the household whose presence threatens the marital relation of the
mistress of the house (Motlagh 63). Jureidini’s study also establishes that the Arab
maid’s eroticization justifies either a granted exploitation or an ostracized vigilance
against her, partly since her presence in this case poses a “threat to the integrity and
the well-being of the whole family” (96).
When it comes to Hussein’s Amna, it is clear that she has a non-conforming
attitude, with respect to other female servants. Sukayna, who serves at the engineer’s
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house following Hanadi’s death, is described by Amna as a “limited, short-sighted
mind . . . [who] has replaced [Hanadi] in [the engineer’s] love [and] lewdness”
(78/98). Sukayna, as all the servants—including Hanadi—who worked for the
engineer, submissively yields to the engineer’s sexual abuse.
Hussein places his protagonist as the narrator through whom the narrative is
recounted. In this sense, Amna “is both a function of the novel and the conditions of
the story itself” (Allan 287). While it is Amna’s voice that is persistent throughout the
novel, Allan wonders if her highly-elevated poetic style undermines the plot’s
credibility (285). Though her progress is noteworthy—self-learning how to read and
write in French and Arabic, Amna is supposedly representative of the illiterate
“population” of Bedouin Egypt (Allan 285).
On the level of characterization, Amna’s personality can be divided into two
phases. The first phase is at the sub-prefect’s house; the second phase, following
Hanadi’s murder by her uncle, Nasir, marks Amna’s precious maturity. It is the
second phase which sets Amna, as a servant, apart from both Hanadi and Sukayna.
Additionally, Amna’s literacy sets her as a defender of her sister and of her fellow
servants. For Allan, “[w]hat we have in [The] Call of the Curlew, quite simply, is an
account from one who reads (Amna) about the death of one who doesn’t (Hanadi) ”
(286). In this case, it is Hanadi who is the subaltern other whom Amna speaks for.
As the novel revolves around Hanadi’s murder, being a victim of honor
killing, Hanadi’s loss of virginity becomes the enigmatic paradox in the plot. Nolin
speculates on Hussein’s deliberate obscuring of details, whether Hanadi was raped
while being unconscious, or whether she consented to have an affair with the engineer
(16).
Tacitly mentioned, Amna wonders whether the engineer has such an
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irresistible appeal “to have seduced [Hanadi] and driven her to her destiny. . . What
exactly was this frenzy which destroyed [her] sister’s life and spoiled [hers and that of her
mother] too, which condemned her to death [?]” (72/91)6 As Amna implies, Hanadi
might have surrendered under the effect of the engineer’s words. Arguably, Hussein
occults such details out of abiding by decorum of the Arabic readership at the time of
the novel’s publication.
Since she discovers Hanadi’s loss of virginity, Zahra, her mother, turns hostile
towards her. Amna tries to know the reason of such cruelty:
‘What calm and what security are you talking about?’ she shouted angrily.
‘Surely, you do not know anything.’
‘Yes, I do,’ [Amna] replied.
‘The wretched girl! How has she dared to speak of these things? Is it not
enough to have committed a crime and to be dishonored by sin? Why did she
need to take you into her [Hanadi] confidence?’
‘Leave her to suffer from her affliction and return to what we were talking
about,' I replied gently. . .let us try to find work in one of these villages and
serve one of the rich here.’
‘I [Zahra] have thought about that but it is impossible; a woman cannot live,
be secure, nor get along in life if she has neither father, brother, nor husband to
protect her.’(23/32-33)

Zahra blames her daughter Hanadi for revealing the loss of her virginity to Amna.
Considering her to “have committed a crime,” Zahra believes that she could spoil
Amna by telling her of such a “sin.” As Barmaki holds, a girl who engages in
extramarital sex is viewed as violating communal and divine rules (478). Zahra
believes that Hanadi’s “crime” infringes her belonging to her Bedouin community.
Their status as women without male protection makes them more vulnerable and
ostracized from community life. On her conversation with her mother, Nolin
speculates on whether a Bedouin girl like Amna would dare to discuss such a topic
with her mother (14). Given her audacious character, Amna casts doubt on the
patriarchal custom of blaming the victim. The significance of the above passage is
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that Amna already anticipates Zahra’s non-resistance, if not support, to the shedding
of Hanadi’s blood. In the film’s adaptation, however, Helmy asserts that it is Zahra
who explicitly summons Nasir following the discovery of Hanadi’s defloration (189).
After Nasir stabs Hanadi in front of both Amna and Zahra, Amna mourns the
brutal loss of her sister who should not be condemned for a crime she had not been
responsible for. Amna directs all her hatred towards both her uncle and her mother:
It is horrible! Here is my mother. How disgusting her face is! How ugly her
appearance! How I hate her presence! She comes close to me, my blood
thickens in my veins. She puts a damp cloth on my forehead, the freshness
feels good, but I pray that her face will go away, I cannot stand it; let this
woman leave me alone, I am frightened that she will kill me. (57/71)

Disgusted by seeing her, Amna considers her mother an accomplice in Hanadi’s
murder. In line with this, Doğan refutes attributing honor killing to patriarchy
exclusively. Referring to cases where female family members could partake in honor
killing, Doğan deems framing honor killing a male act reductionist, since it serves in
setting developed societies, namely the western world, apart from the barbaric
environment of honor-based cultures (“Do Women really” 1255). Doğan is also
skeptical of the lack of agency of women, who are accomplices in honor killings, in
patriarchal societies (“Do Women really” 1263). He argues that even under strict
societal injunctions of patriarchy, women can subvert such rules. Amna’s fear that she
might be killed by Zahra further reinforces the possibility of the latter’s association
with Hanadi’s murder.
Amna decides not to stay any longer with her guilty mother, and as such
returns to the sub-prefect’s house. Her bold escaping is worth examining, and her
subsequent performance of the coquette servant at the engineer’s house, demystifies
masculine domination.
The question is how Amna, who has no social agency whatsoever, plans and
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executes a revenge plot? Is her identity, particularly her psyche, resistant to the
harshness of Bedouin patriarchy? Thus, there must be an alternative explanation for
Amna’s feminine revenge, which, by the help of Irigaray’s theory, shall be answered.
In her project, Irigaray works on reevaluating the philosophical discourse,
incorporating an “interpretative re-reading” through psycholoanalytical and syntactic
exploration, which has essentialized the difference between the masculine and
feminine in the figure of the “masculine subject” (74). Through investigating
philosophical pillars, namely “idea, substance, subject, transcendental subjectivity,
absolute knowledge,” Irigaray aims at extracting what was originally feminine, so that
it would be once more attributed to the feminine (74).
As such, Irigaray proposes mimesis in discourse by which women would
“deliberately” uphold the feminine role (76). This has the advantage of trying to shed
light on the exploitative discursive mechanism of patriarchy. A woman would
represent herself in terms of the masculine logic in order to retrieve the feminine
elements which have been concealed within the masculine linguistic matrix.
Mimesis, as Irigaray holds, is an initial “path” from which “subordination
[would be converted] into affirmation” (76). Lehtinen highlights that Irigaray
distinguishes between abiding by the masculine logic in writing, or discourse, and
behavior (40). For Irigaray, the former should comply with patriarchal order, whereas
the latter would truly reflect the awareness of being a woman.
By mimicking, Irigaray stresses on women’s identity being “elsewhere.” In
other words, mimesis is a manifestation in itself of the fact that women’s desire has
not been usurped within the masculine logic. On the reason why female pleasure is
elsewhere, Irigaray contends that the phallocentric discourse is not capacious for the
articulation of a feminine desire. As she problematizes it, if they would not keep their
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desire out of “prospection,” they would risk confining them into “the phallocratic
economy” (Irigarary 77-78).7 Significant to Irigaray is digging into “what the coherence
of the discursive utterance conceals of the conditions under which it is produced; . . . for
example the “matter” from which the speaking subject draws nourishment in order to
produce itself, to reproduce itself. . . to reflect itself by itself” (74-75). This statement is
one of many occasions where Irigaray looks for what is unarticulated, the “prediscursive,” so as to trace lacunas in the masculine discourse. The “speaking subject,”
the man, through reducing women into child-bearers or pleasure-givers, establishes
them as the “matter” for his self-representation. Lehtinen asserts that the expressions
of women’s “usefulness” in discourse denotes that the masculine discourse has
condensed women’s being, while their subjectivity, or their “spirituality,” has not been
expressed within the discourse (50).
Irigaray believes that pleasure exists in “all these categories and ruptures back to
the necessities of the self-representation of phallic desire in discourse” (77). It is only
through “[a] playful crossing” that a woman would be able to “rediscover the place of”
her pleasure (Irigaray 77). Through keeping them “inarticulate,” women’s “pleasures”
and “desires” are intact and protected from phallic repression.
While some feminist critics speculates on whether the Irigarayian project
could be liberating, especially that by yielding to the position of the “man’s woman”
women’s otherness would be perpetuated. Lehtinen believes that Irigaray pragmatically
infiltrates the masculine realm through the only available position to her, since the position
of “the speaking subject” has been already taken by the man (45). Lehtinen does not
negate the fact that by adopting the masculine discourse, women run the risk of being
fused into this discourse; however, only the “cultivation of love that can result in
mimesis having a more modest and transformed role in the constitution of feminine
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identity” (45). As it will be shown in Amna’s relation with the engineer, in addition to
Ziegler’s above-mentioned arguments on lovesickness in Jacobean and Elizabethan
drama, love can diminish male dominion; insofar as the interdependence between
lovers can pave the way for negotiated power relations, rebalancing the asymmetrical
rapport between men and women.
Fearless of the consequences of her plan, Amna is obsessed with the idea of
avenging her sister by working at the engineer’s home. As she knows that the
engineer has proposed to Khadija, Amna’s torment intensifies since she does not want
Khadija to marry such an irresponsible man. For Amna, in spite of the engineer
officially proposing to marry her, Khadija becomes a prey, as Hanadi was, inside the
engineer’s house. While she is frustrated, she does not let her emotions surface:
I partake in the rejoicings, but to all appearances associated with happiness
and delight of those around me, I am alone with a relentless suffering and
infinite sadness. What great power women have! Since this moment I have
known that it has no limit. How cunning women are! Since that time I have
learned that it is infinite, unfathomed. How women excel at changing their
minds, so that they can put up with great upheavals...I admire myself, or rather
women in general when I take the trouble of this acting as if it were real: no
one can see my dissimulation, trial or pretence. (85/107)
Amna discovers a hidden “power,” which she and all women possess. Focusing on
their mental strength, Amna “admires” women’s tacit bargaining with patriarchal
society through carrying a mastered performance. While she “partake[s] in the
rejoicings” of setting the new furniture that the engineer brings, she further
familiarizes herself with his house while envisaging how she would replace Sukayna.
“[A]cting as if it [is] real” validates Irigaray’s premise on the power of mimesis in
undermining women’s submissiveness as inherently innate.
If Amna succeeds in performing the coquette, it is thanks to not only her
literacy per se but also her significant reading choices. Allan contends that “[l]iteracy
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is both the condition of the story (the literate account of the murder of an illiterate
sister) and the occasion for a series of failed and unrealized outcomes (the desire to
read as the downfall of the household)” (290). Reading The Arabian Nights, and as
she is reprimanded by her master since he deems the novel inappropriate, Amna
provides an example of how patriarchy fights against women’s access to certain kind
of knowledge (Allan 290).
After deciding to tell Khadija’s mother what the engineer did with Hanadi,
Amna goes to Zannuba, an ill-reputed, former dancer whom she met at the mayor’s
house, in order to help her find work. She finds for her a job at a house of a big
family. Later, Amna learns that the sub-prefect takes his family away from the town
after he broke the alliance with the engineer. She gets determined to carry out her
revenge plot:
It was perhaps because of this fragment of hope that I had spoilt Khadija’s
marriage, that I had left the [sub-prefect’s] house and exiled myself here. I
have now freedom of action in the town; it becomes possible that bonds can be
established between the engineer and myself; it is now possible or rather
inevitable that a struggle should arise between us. He is going to learn sooner
or later whether Hanadi’s blood was spilled with impunity or whether there is
still someone on earth capable of taking revenge and satisfying her thirst with
punishment. (99/125)

Being resolute on revenge, Amna has arguably internalized retaliation from her
community. As Kivivuori et al. argue, and despite being influenced by the individual’s
personality, revenge can be attributed to the external environment in which s/he lives
(71). There is evidence that culture plays a role in judging an act as punitive; in this
case, it necessitates vengeance (Kivivuori et al. 71). The ongoing tension in Amna’s
head foreshows her vacillation between her revenge plot and her growing affection for
the engineer. Hussein’s use of “bond” consolidates the hypothesis of potential
bonding, or love, between Amna and the engineer. Nolin argues that Amna’s
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unjustifiable concern for Khadija’s marriage to the engineer, given that he will
officially marry her, leads her to feel more legitimate to succeed her sister at his house
(17). While the word “struggle” can be logically read as the confrontation which will
occur, as Amna’s identity would be revealed to the engineer, it can also be read as an
emotional struggle, that which Amna will feel as she starts admiring the engineer.
Through rewarding, or rather bribing, the gardener of the engineer and with
the help of Zannuba, Amna manages to secure the position at the house of the
unmarried engineer. Zannuba is ecstatic about managing to introduce Amna to the
engineer, since the beauty of the latter allows her to “receive a double commission”
from him (107/135). She lists for Amna the advantages of serving at the house of a
single master:
As for me, wholehearted happiness awaits me in this attractive house, in the
service of this rich, young bachelor. No more women to give me orders, no
more servants to argue with; I will be the absolute mistress of the house and of
the heart of the young man if I so wish! His heart is open to everyone, to
whomever knows how to reach it and dominate it. (107/135)

While working for a single master exposes Amna to the risk of sexual exploitation,
Zannuba, who has been licentious during her youth, does not care about these
customs. What interests her is how the absence of other women inside the house
alleviates concurrence, in case of fellow servants, and subverts class distinctions
between the master and the female servant. This makes the latter the surrogate
mistress or wife of this master. In Crenshaw’s terms, working for a single master
eliminates the intersecting vulnerability of class (servitude), leaving only the female
subordinate with her identity as a woman.
Hussein starts the novel in external analepsis, taking the reader to the
claustrophobic moment of predation in which Amna is tête-à-tête with the libertine
engineer:
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He did not expect to find me still up, waiting with a smile, when, rather like a
serpent or a thief, he came stealthily towards me in the dark of the night. . .he
was suddenly seized with consternation; he stepped back and in a grey
toneless voice, slow to regain its naturalness, he asked:
‘What! Are you still awake? Do you know how far into the night you have
got?’
‘I have passed the first third,’ I replied. ‘But I must not go to bed before my
master. How do I know whether he might need me when he returns?’
Having regained his self-assurance and self-composure, and his voice having
recovered its usual insolence and disagreeable ironic undertones, he said:
‘Before you, I have not known any servant who has taken as much care of her
master and who stayed up all night waiting for him. . .for I do not know why
servants sleep like a log.’
‘I have thus spared my master this difficult task and awaited his coming. . .I
am at your service, master!’
He said as he laughed in a vulgar way, holding out towards me a hand which I
wished I could have cut off, but I recoiled to evade its touch: ‘Your master
orders you to follow him.’
Then he slipped into his room, and I followed his heels. (3/9)

In this passage, Hussein builds an aborted attempt of predation. While the unnamed
engineer “stealthily” enters so that he would seize Amna by force, weakening her
resistance out of being taken by sudden, he is consternated to discover that she is
awaken. Acknowledging that Amna has ruined his assault plan, the engineer “regains”
control of the conversation by reestablishing a hierarchal discourse of interrogation
between him and her. Quite naturally, Amna passively engages in the conversation
while setting herself as the diligent servant. Despite pretending to appreciate Amna’s
devotion of waiting for him, he follows his grateful remark by ordering her to follow
him so as to reduce her into a sexually exploited maid. Although Amna leaves the
engineer to control the flow of the conversation, she “recoile[s]” as the engineer’s
predatory speech is turned into a transgressing action of physical touching.
Before Hussein returns to the onset of the scene, he further provides details on
the engineer’s attitude as described by Amna:
My new master came towards me, smiling, satisfied, gazing intently into my
face, then turning his gaze to each part of my body, as if he were examining an
object he wanted to buy. If he could he would have rushed forward to examine
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me by the touch of his hands, but he seemed to have still kept himself some
shred of decency. . .Then, he ordered me to walk around, to come near, move
away, to move to the left and to the right. I did as he said. I became calm, I
was in control and I regained my reason. And I said to myself: 'This young
man surely knows how to buy a slave. (110-111/139)

Nolin contends that Hussein’s storytelling technique is captivating, for the use of
analepsis tricks the reader that s/he might grasp the situation, when reading the first
page (15). It is only when the scene is replicated that the reader notices how
“different” and how complicated is “the situation,” which conveys a totally “different
meaning” (Nolin 15, 18). It is not that Amna is the hardworking servant who waits for
her master; she executes a revenge tactic which she has been planning for a while. As
Amna herself comments, describing the engineer as “[t]he poor man who believed
that [she] was waiting for him” (112/140). Far from resisting being objectified, or
rather othered, Amna is pleased to mimic, as Irigaray argues, the docile subordinate
who naively executes her master’s orders.
Irigaray dismisses defining women’s subjectivity under a patriarchal lens,
contending that adhering to the subject/object binary is an affirmation of such
hierarchal duality as the sole valid expression of sexual difference (78). The
Irigarayan premise reposes on reconfiguring the pervasiveness of phallocentrism (80).
Nevertheless, aiming at eliminating the monopoly of discourse without overtly
disrupting it, Irigaray highlights that it is important to leave “autological
presuppositions” of masculine “utterances” intact (80).
With “only some seductive smiles” while keeping her modesty, Amna’s
revenge plan works:
I was able to stay in the house for a day or a part of the day when my master
left to do his work. As soon as he came back he renewed his propositions
repeatedly, in a comic yet sad way that could destroy his manhood, making
him seem strong as a lion, yet weak as a mouse, respected like a lord and
humiliated like a slave. Folly causes him to utter senseless words, imploring
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when he threatens and warns, full of evil and cunning when he begs and tries
to flatter, but they are always the opposite of what they seem to mean, and
express what he does not want to say. (114/143)
Describing his “propositions” as “comic,” Amna succeeds, as Irigaray puts it, in
making the invisible visible, showing the powerlessness of a presumably powerful
discourse. While he seems as “a lion,” with his gazes and conquering words, his inner
self is “weak as a mouse”. Irigaray argues that it is through the “specular make-up,” or
the incessant analysis, of discourse that the covered “breakup” between the intelligible
and perceptible would be discerned. It is then that phallocentric discourse would be no
longer centrifugal, allowing for an alternative discourse to emerge which would
transcend its realm. As her mind is protected, Amna manages to overcome becoming,
in Irigaray’s term, “the woman’s man”. She utterly explains it by saying that women
“can only be conquered if they want to” (120/145). As such, Ziegler nullifies the
premise of women’s lack of control over their emotions, which drives them to pour
their vengeful impulses on whoever they manage to control (254). She contends that
medieval narratives unfolded female heroines whose bodies are tactically used by
them so as to burn their lovers with desire (Ziegler 254).
Resisting his advances, the engineer becomes “attached to [Amna’s] person”
(116/146). Surprisingly, and unlike her belief that he pretends only to “triumph over
her . . . obtain[ing] what he want[s],” the engineer shocks Amna, genuflecting,
begging, and inverting the hierarchal gap between them (117/146).
Remaining austere vis-à-vis him, the engineer makes a last attempt of othering
Amna as stereotypically licentious by casting doubt on her priggishness, accusing her
of being in a relation with the gardener. It is noteworthy that in the medieval era, the
chambermaid was known to have a secret lover who is one of the male subordinates
serving within the same household, either “the coachman, footman, or the butler”
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(Jureidini 98). As such, the educated engineer must have read about that in books and
must have nurtured these ideas about the promiscuity of all of the female servants.
Knowing that he considers her as lascivious, Amna ceases to be submissive,
articulating her thoughts:
If you let me leave, I will take the first train; if I was not afraid of being a
nuisance and of asking you to do what masters do not usually do for their
servants, I would have asked you to put me on a train destined for a town of
your choice. I only want to live where I can keep my honour which has not
been compromised and that virtue which has not been lost, no matter how ill
my master thinks of me.’
Irritated yet seemingly content, ironic yet seemingly serious, he said:
‘You still speak of masters and servants; you know perfectly well that for
some time there is nothing of master and servant between us, but something
worse and more serious than that.’
‘What is that?’
‘It is. . .’
He threw himself on me like a lion about to devour his prey; but women can
only be overcome if they are in love. . . So he went away with the same
abruptness with which he had come. The quarrel continued between us as
before, violent and gentle, provoking and sly, with everything which ruins yet
embellishes the lives of people in love. (120/149)

In her outburst, Amna’s revolt is as Brontë’s Jane. While Jane bawls out Rochester for
abusing his manipulative teasing her as if being a governess makes her emotionless,
Amna’s rage is against the engineer’s judgment on her as an immoral Other. While
she has been playing the coquette, it was her choice and her performance; once such
label becomes inflicted upon her, she blatantly rejects it, articulating that, no matter
how her attitude is, she is still chaste and virtuous. Amna, in light of Crenshaw’s
theory, rejects an additional intersecting vulnerability—more than that of her gender
and class—that of debauchery.
While she integrates into urban life so well, Amna still maintains the Bedouin
custom of upholding her honor, which illustrates that she combines between good
morals on which she has been raised, rejecting archaic ones such as honor killing, and
mundane traditions. This brings Abu-Lughod’s insights on Bedouin girls, who firmly
82

endorse customs without being curtailed by them such that they would be able to cope
with the urban life (218). As he starts sincerely loving her, the engineer declares his
love, renouncing class distinctions between them. For Amna, she still struggles in
acknowledging that she loves him, even though she describes their “quarrels” as those
which couples experience.
The above passage sheds light on Hussein’s rationale behind the novel’s main
motif: revenge. Since it is a human desire, revenge could turn into love. Nolin puts it
that “love can grow out of the blood-wells of revenge, or even of lust” (19). This also
views that human nature has good and bad qualities, and it is only the individual who
decides which one will overtake. Even the engineer’s lewd and self-conceited acts can
be easily deflated by the lucidity of Amna.
But why is the engineer anonymously referred to throughout the whole
narrative? One reading of that is Hussein’s unwillingness to give a name, an identity,
to a sexual assaulter; that he does not deserve to be equally treated as a character.
Another interpretation is the fact that the engineer symbolizes the double facets of
revenge and customs. The engineer who perpetrates Hanadi’s death is the same who
sincerely falls in love with Amna. Accordingly, Hussein puts a lot of weight on the
power of love and innate kindness in human nature, which only Amna’s
magnanimousness can provoke in the engineer.
At the end of the novel, Amna tells the engineer the truth to which he replies
that it is “impossible” for them to be separated, and that he should hold the “burden”
and anguish of Hanadi’s death with her (129-30/160). On this ending, Nolin believes
that the film’s adaptation gives a more realistic finale, as the engineer is punished for
his libertine attitude by being killed by her uncle (19). Likewise, Helmy contends that
the novel’s romanticized ending does not fulfill the readers’ anticipation of revenge
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(192). The film, however, gives room for the reestablishment of poetic justice.
By portraying her as recalcitrant, Hussein allows Amna to break the silence on
the injustices of Bedouin patriarchy on women. Thanks to her use of masculine
discourse, Amna neutralizes any attempt of othering her, subverting the social gap
between her and her master. Additionally, she constructively transforms revenge into
love, which puts an end to the vicious cycle of hatred through which violence—
particularly honor killing—is reproduced in tribal-based cultures. Less evident yet
subject to argument is Amna’s acceptance to marry the engineer. Given the Bedouin
custom, Amna possibly finds that by solely loving the engineer and then leaving him,
her self-esteem will diminish as she would then become one of the seduced servantsmistresses—in spite of the absence of the physical relation between them.
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Conclusion
This thesis has comparatively analyzed the literary depiction of female
servitude in three novels that are set in different geographic and linguistic contexts,
Victorian England, Postcolonial Caribbean Islands, and Bedouin Egypt in the 1930s.
Over four chapters, the study has investigated whether the female servant could have
agency within patriarchal structures or not, and if she would have any, what would be
its extent.
It has been established that not only these structures complicate the female
subordinate’s position, but also work on fiercely blurring any trace of her subjectivity.
The first chapter has overviewed Crenshaw’s intersectionality and Spivak’s female
subaltern, highlighting their respective arguments on the strategy of patriarchy to
undermine, or entirely obliterate, women’s subjectivity. While Spivak’s tropological
deconstruction shows how subalterneity is produced, the limitations of her readings of
Jane Eyre and Wide require that it would be complemented with Crenshaw’s
framework.
The second chapter on Jane Eyre has offered a microscopic examination of an
emblematic model of subordination. Becoming a governess, Jane ought not only to
bear psychological pressure of secretly loving Rochester but also to invalidate—
through controlling the slightest of her gestures—the coquettish stereotype which
Victorian patriarchy had regarding governesses. Thanks to her self-confidence, Jane
manages to discern beyond Rochester’s ruthlessness a complex experience with
women, which made him skeptical of their fidelity. It is such doubt that initially leads
him to examine and evaluate Jane’s behavior, as if he has been verifying whether
Blanche Ingram’s remarks about governesses’ lasciviousness are true or not.
It is only thanks to her courage that she becomes an indispensable asset in his
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life. Brontë’s keenness on framing Jane as a well-behaved Victorian female is
manifested by Jane’s rejection of being reduced into one of Rochester’s mistresses.
Nonetheless, in order not to disappoint Victorian readers, Brontë eliminates the
impediment condition, through Bertha’s setting fire in the mansion which ends her
life in addition to Jane’s inheritance, being the only way for her to become
Rochester’s equal.
The third chapter has analyzed a further complicated servitude in Wide
Sargasso Sea in which the race/class/gender nexus is problematized. It has been
argued that Rhys’s narrative revises Jane Eyre by offering a model of nonconforming
servitude, depicted through Christophine. Through the chapter, it has been established
that Rhys succeeds in providing a narrative which stands on its own.
The reason for the reluctance of critics to confirm the novel’s originality has to
do with the fact that Rhys has already limited herself by linking her plot to that of
Brontë. The chapter has also overviewed how the Post-Emancipation apprenticeship
period, with all the hardships it had inflicted. Nevertheless, it has been contended that
these sufferings had not uprooted the resistance of former slaves, particularly women.
The latter, exemplified by Christophine, shows a confrontation with colonial
patriarchy, thanks to their indigenous practice of Obeah.
Christophine’s portrayal as an asexualized mother-figure eliminates the
intersecting vulnerability of sexual exploitation. Through her confrontations with
Rochester, Christophine proves that her age, her integration within her community,
and her use of Obeah, allow her to destabilize Rochester’s white supremacy. Since
their first meeting, Christophine stares at Rochester, gives herself the right to reproach
him, and ends by bursting out her resentment in front of him. Although the Spivakian
reading outlaws any alternative interpretation, with respect to Christophine’s agency,
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the chapter has concluded that she knows how to challenge patriarchy.
The fourth chapter has analyzed the female servant in The Call of the Curlew,
where Bedouin patriarchy strictly keeps an eye on female chastity. Amna, who
witnesses the unjust shedding of her sister’s blood changes completely from a
submissive servant who has been conforming as an Other into a good strategist whose
revenge plan denotes her awareness of the injustices of Bedouin patriarchy.
Introducing the Irigarayan mimesis, the chapter has viewed how Amna submissively
adopts her place within the masculine logic such that she would manipulate the
unnamed engineer.
Working for the engineer, Amna becomes a playful servant whose reserving
attitude hold yet false promises to the engineer. It is only when he tries to accuse her
of being in a relation with the gardener that Amna becomes the outspoken agent who
no longer abides by the masculine discourse. While she partakes in such masquerade,
Amna’s performed affection turns true towards the engineer. As they both become
sincerely in love, Amna decides to tell him about Hanadi. Becoming truly attached to
her, no matter how dense is Amna’s secret, the engineer asks her that they would
remain together.
The three female servants in the novels have different registers of articulation,
depending on their educational level and personalities. In Jane Eyre, well-educated,
bilingual Jane manages to impressively converse with Rochester, albeit her age and
limited experience. While her education equips her to challenge Rochester’s authority,
it could not secure her a well-paid working opportunity. Mrs. Fairfax represents the
traditional subordinate who blindly abides by master’s rules; the same applies to
Grace Poole whose hardly conceivable presence confers upon her the place of the
silent subaltern.
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In contrast, Rhys re-portrays an articulate Grace who deconstructs the false
promise of Victorian domesticity in providing protection for women from all classes.
Christophine, while illiterate, does have access to different kind of knowledge and
thus she is confident. Amélie weighs a lot on her sexual appeal, such that she would
move from a servant to a prostitute.
Illiterate Hanadi strictly adopts the customs of Bedouin patriarchy, remaining
the submissive subaltern who does not express her agony. Hanadi has been even
reluctant whether she should tell her sister what happened to her or not. Even upon
her murder, she seems to have been passively awaiting such destiny. Her sister Amna
learned how to read and write, including how to strategize knowing that revenge will
not bring back her sister but she can change the worldview of the engineer. Sukkayna
is one of many servants whom the engineer abused, and whose presence as that of
Hanadi, sheds lights on the sexual vulnerability of the female subaltern servant who
cannot speak, and if she talks, she would not be heard.
In Jane Eyre and The Call, the servant is the heroine, but in Rhys she is
tangential. Brontë and Hussein provide the textual space for Jane and Amna to be at
the center of the plot, whereas Rhys realistically maintains Christophine as the
subaltern who is presented by her masters.
Through Jane, Christophine, and Amna, it can be deduced that the agency of
the female servant is evanescent and it is subject to her capacity to rebel,
disentangling herself from intersecting vulnerabilities and, ultimately, utter her voice.
It is clear that both Jane and Amna rely on morality as a counter discourse to the
patriarchal logic of sexually abusing the female subordinate. While Jane and Amna’s
marriage to their masters allows for their class mobility, ending their misery, it is
doubtful whether they can be perceived as full agents or not.
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Given Victorian and Bedouin patriarchies, neither Jane nor Amna could have
had subjectivity as single, working women. In spite of her education, Jane still needs
to be a rich heiress so that she would be treated with esteem as a gentlewoman; her
unclassifiable governess job allows her neither adequate remuneration nor social
respect. As for Amna, women singlehood for the Bedouins is worse; especially that
she encounters no change in her socioeconomic circumstances as Jane. Amna’s
approach to the engineer initially worked since she had no feelings for him. In
contrast, Jane, who has been truly admiring Rochester, could not play such a game
because she does not have a manipulative character that strategizes in order to become
an agent.
At a certain point, it has been inevitable for the three female servants to
articulate their insubordination. Jane could not support Rochester’s emotional
blackmailing, being tender with her while flirting with Blanche; Even Amna, who
perfectly comply with her ascribed role as a submissive maid, could not bear that the
engineer would truly perceive her as lascivious.
Among the three servants, Christophine remains the most emblematic model.
Although her race/gender/class constraints could be sufficiently burdening,
Christophine is the least docile of servants who have been analyzed in this study. She
transforms her practice of Obeah into a weapon through which she is feared by
everyone since it surpasses the reach of colonial patriarchy. Christophine decides that
in depending on a husband, she could lose her autonomy, and that is why she has not
remarried again.
The female servant can actively resist objectification, provided that her
identity has not been entirely reshaped by patriarchy. Even if she pretends to be
submissive, she will remain defiant from inside as long as she has not been consumed
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by otherness. While the Cinderella-format, that of the poor girl who is rewarded with
the prince charming, in Jane Eyre and The Call is appealing, it is arguably
Christophine, in spite of her retreat from the plot, who qualifies to be the most freespirited. Unlike Jane and Amna, Christophine dares to walk away without looking
back, once she feels that she would be subjugated by patriarchal rules, whether social,
political, or legal.
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Endnotes
1

Crenshaw draws on the particular experience of black women who were unaware of
the presence of shelters for women in their situation, and as they ought to be
deported—if they would seek separation from their husbands—they preferred to
remain with their yet violent husbands. Another barrier is the language which can be
counterproductive. Language and educational level can drastically change the ability
of black women to bargain with social and political structures (“Mapping” 1249-250).
“Ain’t I a woman?” is the speech which had been delivered by Sojourner Truth in
1851 at the Women’s Convention in Ohio, and where she called for equal treatment of
women, black and white, with respect to the right to vote (Crenshaw,
“Demarginalizing” 153).
2

3

In the Muslim world, Brontë’s text has been problematic, when it comes to its
cinematic adaptation. While bigamy is forbidden in Christianity, it is allowed according
to the Islamic faith. When Hussein Helmy al-Mohandis adapted Jane Eyre in a 1960s
Egyptian feature film—Hadha al-Rajul uhibuhu (This Man I Love), starring Majida as
Jane, he had to change the plot’s complex such that the impossibility of the union of
Jane and Rochester would be due to the fact that Bertha is the sister of Buthaina—the
name of Jane’s character in the film.
4

The first page number refers to the English translation of the novel while the
second, following the slash, refers to the Arabic original.
Doğan attributes controversies over women’s status in Islam to exegesis, tafsir, of
Qur’anic verses—subject to “subtleties” of Arabic terms (“Is Honor Killing” 427).
Islamic scholars, ulemas, are divided between literal/conservative or contextuallycogent interpretation. He asserts that when it comes to honor killing, most rigorous
scholars rely on what is mentioned in Ṣurah al-Nisa’ (Women’s Chapter in the
Qur’an) which specifies how women's misconduct shall be handled. Doğan provides
an interpretation in which he relies on the word fadribuhunne, or literally (beat them),
mentioned more than 50 times in the Qur’an. He reads it as “leave them away” (“Is
Honor killing” 434). Even when prescribing punishment for adultery, Doğan highlights
that “medium” lashing becomes a condemning tool only to invoke the shame of the
adulterer, not to shed his/her blood (“Is Honor killing” 434). It is, then, the literal
interpretation and the insistence on it as the sole construal of the verse which resulted
in the perpetuation of violent punishment as a way of dealing with women’s sexual
misconduct (Doğan, “Is Honor Killing” 434).
5

In the original text, Hussein uses the word ghiwāyah or seduction to denote that
Hanadi yielded to the engineer under the effect of his charming words and gestures.
6

7

Drawing on the Marxist notion of commodity fetishism, Irigaray dwells on the
libidinal economy in the patriarchal order. She stresses on women’s exchangeability
as primordial for the sustainability and proper functioning of the patriarchal order
(Irigaray 184). Women have a social presence that is tied to their productive value;
they are and would never be active players in society (Irigaray 185). Depending on
their status, Irigaray deems “mother, virgin, prostitute” as the sole social labels that
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are available for, and inscribed on, women (186). The three feminine archetypes
confine women into being givers of “pleasure” to men from which they are
themselves deprived (Irigaray 187).
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